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ABSTRACT 
Women in County Government Leadership:  
Using Personal Power to Overcome Self-Sabotage 
by Jamie Crews 
Purpose: The purpose of this explanatory mixed methods study was to identify and 
describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female county government executives 
and to explore the impact these behaviors have had on their career development.  A 
secondary purpose of this study was to identify strategies employed by female county 
government executives to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. 
Methodology: An explanatory mixed methods research design was used to explore the 
use of self-sabotaging behaviors of 9 female county government executives in Southern 
California.  A 10-item survey instrument was administered to participants, followed by a 
semistructured interview consisting of 13 scripted questions.  Data collected from the 
qualitative interview instrumentation explained and expanded upon the data collected 
from the quantitative survey instrumentation.   
Findings:  Twenty key findings were identified.  Fear and worry, thinking too small, and 
holding back were the most referenced self-sabotaging behaviors.  All participants 
perceived self-sabotaging behaviors to have an impact on career development and lead to 
other self-sabotaging behaviors.  All strategies were perceived as useful in addressing 
more than one behavior.  Building a power web was the most referenced strategy. 
Conclusions:  Seven conclusions were derived from key, major, and unexpected 
findings.  Awareness is paramount—self-sabotaging behaviors create personal and 
professional consequences and can perpetuate other behaviors.  Moreover, female county 
vii 
government executives must increase their awareness of external barriers, gender bias, 
and upbringing to better understand the origins of the self-sabotaging behaviors they 
experience.  Female county government executives are most likely to experience fear and 
worry, thinking too small, and holding back; however, they are less likely to self-identify 
behaviors if required to attach labels.  Confidence is gained throughout the career; 
nevertheless, women should not wait to overcome the behaviors.  Energy should be 
invested in developing capacity in 5 core strategies to mitigate effects of self-sabotaging 
behaviors as early in their career as possible. 
Recommendations: Ten recommendations were identified including conducting a meta-
analysis, replication studies by exploring other roles, changing qualifying criteria and 
demographics, and incorporating the intersection of gender, race, and culture.  
Additionally, a comparison of strategies used by men and women as well as antecedents 
of self-sabotaging behaviors should be explored. 
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PREFACE 
Four doctoral students and two faculty members with a common interest in 
building the leadership capacity of women started a discussion about the opportunity to 
study self-sabotaging behaviors that females experience.  Through their shared interest, a 
thematic study was conducted by the four doctoral students to identify and describe self-
sabotaging behaviors experienced by female leaders and to explore the impact these 
behaviors had on their career advancement.  A secondary purpose of the study was to 
identify strategies employed by female leaders to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.  
An explanatory sequential mixed methods study was developed utilizing a framework 
adapted from Lerner’s (2012) thesis, coupled with the work of Ryder and Briles (2003), 
to group female self-sabotaging behaviors within nine overarching domains. 
To ensure thematic consistency and reliability, the four doctoral students, in 
collaboration with two faculty members, developed the purpose statement, research 
questions, survey instrument, interview questions, and study procedure.  Each researcher 
administered an online survey to a minimum of eight female leaders to identify the self-
sabotaging behaviors they experienced and the impact it had on their career advancement.  
Following the survey, the researchers individually interviewed their study participants to 
explore the impact the self-sabotaging behaviors had on their career advancement and to 
identify the strategies they employed to overcome them. 
The term peer researchers was used throughout the dissertation to refer to the 
other researchers involved in conducting this research study.  The peer researchers 
studied female leaders in the following fields: Rebecca Pianta, California public school 
xvii 
superintendents; Elizabeth Rivas, law enforcement leaders; Tiffani Thomas, state trial 
court judges; and this researcher studied county government executives. 
1 
CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
 Women’s critical role in society has been well documented since the days of 
hunting and gathering.  Throughout history, women have served in a variety of important 
roles; however, with some exceptions, the nature of these roles has been primarily 
relegated to caring for the family and within the context of homemaking.  Roles available 
outside of the home were chiefly those that had a nexus to the skills necessary to run a 
home, such as teaching, secretarial work, nursing, and housekeeping (Lambert, 2018).  
While there are noted exceptions regaling women who were the first in their fields, these 
stories do not describe the social norms of the time. 
 These social norms have begun to change over time as the women’s rights 
movement began with a statement of declaration, and suffrage rights were earned in 
1920.  World War II (WWII) created an opportunity for women to take a more prominent 
role in the workforce, a temporary shift that permanently changed the professional 
aspirations of women.  The following decades witnessed the next phase of the women’s 
rights movement in which legal protection was gained through the Equal Rights 
Amendment, Title VII, and Title IX.  While progress has been made, the modern 
women’s rights movement continues to focus on critical gender equality issues relevant 
to the workplace such as gender bias, economic justice, reproductive rights, violence 
against women, constitutional equality, employment rights, pregnancy and parenting 
discrimination, racial justice, and sexual orientation and identity rights (American Civil 
Liberties Union [ACLU], 2019a; Human Rights Watch, 2019; National Organization for 
Women, 2019; United Nations, 2019). 
2 
 Despite the progress and evolution of the women’s rights movement, gender 
parity remains elusive for women in the workforce.  Today, 39.8% of leadership positions 
have female incumbents, despite comprising 47% of the workforce, and only 27% of 
chief executive positions are filled by women (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017).  
Data from 2017 highlight a gender pay gap of 20%, or 80.5 cents on the dollar, between 
men and women who work full time (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2019).  
The public sector mirrors similar representation with female incumbents in only 21.8% of 
the mayoral appointments for the 100 largest cities (Center for American Women and 
Politics [CAWP], 2019b).  At the local municipality level for county government 
executives, women only account for 19.8% of the nation’s government chief executive 
officers (International City/County Management Association [ICMA], 2019b) and 17.9% 
of chief administrative officers (Barrett & Greene, 2019).  At the congressional level, 
women comprise 20% of the total membership, including 23% of the U.S. Senate and 
19.3% in the U.S. House of Representatives (CAWP, 2019f). 
Two primary explanations, structural and meritocratic (originating from oneself) 
are used to explain the phenomena of female underrepresentation in the workforce (Cech 
& Blair-Loy, 2010).  Examples of structural barriers include environmental restrictions, 
perceived social expectations, economic restrictions, consequences of taking a leave of 
absence, and caregiver responsibilities (Capron, 2014; Demaiter & Adams, 2009).  These 
types of barriers can have long-lasting career progression and economic impacts for 
women. 
While structural reasons for underrepresentation are prevalent within 
organizations, they are not the exclusive explanation of underrepresentation.  Indeed, 
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individuals practice self-limiting behaviors that impede career development, including 
taking on leadership roles.  These self-limiting behaviors can also be referred to as self-
sabotaging behaviors (Ryder & Briles, 2003) or as underrepresentation of meritocratic 
barriers (Demaiter & Adams, 2009).  These behaviors are often born from shame, fear, 
anxiety, risk aversion, conflicting obligations, or a lack of support (Brown, 2007; Cech & 
Blair-Loy, 2010; Hartling, Rosen, Walker, & Jordan, 2000; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & 
Briles, 2003), and manifest themselves in such ways as a lack of confidence and self-
efficacy, holding back, perfectionism, isolationism, diminished presence, and lack of 
emotional intelligence (Brands & Fernando-Mateo, 2017; Brescoll, 2011; Brown, 2007; 
Capron, 2014; Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; Demaiter & Adams, 2009; Detert, Burris, 
Harrison, & Martin, 2013; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 
2003).  Indeed, much of the research points to core issues of lack of confidence, self-
awareness, and fear of or discomfort with change (Barrett & Greene, 2019; Brown, 2007; 
Voorhees & Earl, 2017).  While these behaviors can be demonstrated by both men and 
women, the impacts are often exacerbated for women in the workplace because of 
compounding structural limitations.  Moreover, while structural and self-sabotaging 
barriers are described as separate categories, examples are often related and may create a 
feedback loop, thus perpetuating the cycle.   
The impact of this underrepresentation phenomenon is paramount, especially in 
the public sector, where women comprise fewer than 10% of government positions 
(Alter, 2015).  Importantly, Silbermann (2015) emphasized that “more diverse groups 
make better decisions” (p. 124), a critical necessity for governing bodies who need to 
gain social approval from their constituents in order to survive (Stillman, 2010).  The 
4 
importance of decision-making and incorporating diverse groups has been consistently 
documented as a critical component of effective leadership (D. Anderson & Ackerman 
Anderson, 2010; Gardner, 2008; Heifetz & Linsky, 2017; Schwab, Werbel, Hofmann, & 
Henriques, 2016).  A lack of representation has policy implications as well.  Women in 
government shift the focus to policy areas that are traditionally perceived to be “softer,” 
yet have a significant impact on the community and its people.  Importantly, research has 
found that local, female-led, Indian governments had 62% more safe drinking water 
projects, and as female representation increased in Norway, so too did efforts to identify 
additional childcare options (UN Women, 2019).   
Additionally, void of representation, young girls and women do not have a female 
role model to demonstrate that an executive career in the public sector is possible.  This is 
critical as role modeling undergirds effective career development and helps others 
envision a career in the public sector (Barrett & Greene, 2019; Capron, 2014; Hill & 
Wheat, 2017; ICMA, 2019b). 
Despite the importance of equal female representation in the workforce, 
underrepresentation persists.  Indeed, it is paramount that the reasons for 
underrepresentation be better understood so that organizations and individuals may 
meaningfully support the representation and career advancement of women in the 
workplace.  Additionally, increasing awareness related to self-sabotaging behaviors can 
help women shatter the glass boxes in which they may inadvertently confine themselves.   
Background 
Following the Civil War, women began to leave traditional caretaker roles to 
enter the workforce.  These roles were limited to those traditionally viewed as feminine, 
5 
such as secretarial work.  Some women in lower social classes filled roles in the factories, 
which gave rise to union membership and the beginning of the women’s rights 
movement.  During this time period, momentum swelled from the Seneca Falls 
Convention of 1848 in New York and subsequent women’s rights efforts, resulting in 
women’s right to vote in 1920.  A pivotal shift came during WWII in which women filled 
the gap in the labor market.  This was the first time women had a chance to work in male-
dominated professions and, for many, explore work with limited restrictions (Rojas, 
2017).  Following WWII, women returned to the traditional occupations held previously; 
however, the sense of freedom and independence experienced during the “Rosie the 
Riveter” era remained.  After the WWII working era, American culture struggled to 
define women’s role in the workforce, and women vacillated between traditional home 
roles and entering the broader labor market.  Even with the right to vote, female voting 
levels did not match those of men until 1980 (CAWP, 2019a).  It was during this decade 
that women cemented themselves in the labor market, looking to fulfill their potential in a 
role of their choosing.  Over the next 50 years, women would find themselves navigating 
gendered organizations and roles, forging new paths, and creating legislation focused on 
equality. 
Women Working in the Public Sector 
Representation at the federal level of government began slowly yet was a critical 
component of women entering the public sector.  Indeed, this change in representation 
helped shift the conversation, allowing women the right to vote, have representation, and 
ultimately influence and impact the community at large.  Women first joined the U.S. 
Congress in 1916.  Jeanette Rankin (R-MT) was the first woman elected to the U.S. 
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House of Representatives in 1916, and Rebecca Latimer Felton (D-GA) was the first 
woman elected to the U.S. Senate in 1922 (CAWP, 2019f).  Today, 127 women serve at 
the congressional level (CAWP, 2019f), in 19.8% of the nation’s government chief 
executive officers (ICMA, 2019b) and in 17.9% of chief administrative officer positions 
(Barrett & Greene, 2019).  While there has been a significant increase in female 
candidates and overall incumbents, underrepresentation persists throughout the whole of 
government. 
Reasons for Underrepresentation 
A metaphor of invisibility has been used throughout the history of women in the 
workforce to describe the underrepresentation phenomena (Weinberg, 2015).  For 
example, the concept of glass has been integrated into a variety of phrases, including 
glass ceilings, walls, elevators, cliffs, and slippers, to explain the invisible barriers that 
hinder career advancement of women (Weinberg, 2015).  Glass metaphors can be 
grouped into two primary categories—structural and meritocratic—explaining the 
discrepancy in female representation in management positions (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010).   
Structural barriers.  Structural barriers refer to experiences embedded within the 
organization that inhibit women’s career advancement, such as male-only environments, 
requirements to assimilate using agentic behaviors, intolerance of maternity leaves, and 
desire for work-life balance (Capron, 2014; Demaiter & Adams, 2009).  Throughout the 
women’s rights movement, there has been a continual focus on structural impediments 
with an aim to enact legislation to establish and protect the equal rights of women.   
Self as barrier.  In addition to structural barriers, an individual can also serve as a 
powerful barrier by engaging in self-sabotaging behaviors.  Examining how the 
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individual’s mindset and behaviors can limit their career advancement and success is not 
intended to assign blame.  Instead, examining self-sabotaging barriers seeks to better 
understand the ways in which women may inadvertently sabotage their own success.  
Once someone is aware of how they are inhibiting themselves, they can use the 
awareness to help eliminate additional barriers to success.   
Theoretical Foundation 
 Multiple disciplines were referenced to create to an understanding of what 
contributes to underrepresentation.  Several theories served as a foundation for this study, 
including gendered organizations, shame resiliency theory, emotional intelligence, the 
imposter syndrome, and social role theory. 
Gendered organizations.  Acker (1990) introduced the concept of gendered 
organizations in which roles are a result of the past and evolve over time.  Essentially, 
this means that today’s roles may not reflect the needs of the current society but instead 
are born from the paradigms of a time since passed.  Additionally, despite the attempt to 
present organizations as gender-neutral, the structures and roles within the organization 
are typically masculine in nature and only assumed to be gender-neutral based on the 
assumption of masculinity as a social norm (Acker, 1990). 
Social role theory.  This theory provides a lens through which to help people 
understand the gender stereotypes attributed to specific roles of individuals.  These 
stereotypes often create expectations for others, and dissonance occurs when individuals 
behave in ways contrary to the expectation (Eagly & Steffen, 1984).  Social role 
expectations are often created based on observations of routine behavior from members 
of a group inside and outside of work as well as media exposure (Koenig & Eagly, 2014).  
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These expectations are then brought to the workplace and provide the context in which 
many women are required to navigate their careers. 
Theoretical Framework 
The behaviors, mindsets, and outcomes of these theoretical foundations are 
interrelated and manifest themselves in a variety of barriers that limit the career 
advancement of women.  An exploration of the self-limiting behaviors views this 
phenomenon through the theoretical framework lens of the nine domains of women’s 
personal power, adapted from In Her Power: Reclaiming Your Authentic Self (Lerner, 
2012) and The SeXX Factor: Breaking the Codes That Sabotage Personal and 
Professional Lives (Ryder & Briles, 2003).  This framework presents a dichotomy of 
empowering and connected self-sabotaging behaviors.  While there are substantial 
structural barriers impacting women, these barriers are not the only ones that impede 
advancement.  Women can inadvertently limit themselves through nine self-sabotaging 
behaviors.  These behaviors result “from a misguided attempt to rescue ourselves from 
our own negative feelings” (Selby, Pychyl, Marono, & Jaffe, 2011, para. 1).  Self-
sabotaging behaviors—such as negative self-talk (Brown, 2012), rejection of gendered 
norms (Sandberg, 2013), and busyness (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; Demaiter & Adams, 
2009) —take form perpetuating challenges of gendered organizations, shame, societal 
role expectations, personal mindset, and self-efficacy.  The theoretical framework used 
for this study explored the existence of nine self-sabotaging behaviors, including thinking 
too small, fear and worry, misunderstanding oneself, dishonesty, holding back, lack of 
self-reflection, isolation, disempowering other women, and infusing sex/gender role 
confusion in the workplace. 
9 
Thinking too small.  Rumination is a manifestation of this self-sabotaging 
behavior.  Many individuals, regardless of gender, may reflect on an incident that 
occurred in the past to prevent it from occurring again; however, women often internalize 
regret and blame themselves for the outcome (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).  
Additionally, perfectionism may narrow one’s perspective and prevent them from making 
progress (Briles, 2002).  Many of the drivers of perfectionism come from societal and 
familial expectations (Brown, 2007).  These expectations trap individuals into a narrow 
vision, closing themselves off to other options.  Each manifestation of this self-
sabotaging behavior stagnates or prevents growth and development for the individual to 
reach their potential. 
Fear and worry.  Fear and worry can impact an individual, and when 
experienced in excess, can be paralyzing.  Women experience fear and worry in a unique 
way, as it relates to how they may be perceived or the implications of a situation.  
Research indicates that imposter syndrome significantly impacts women, and when 
experienced, can negatively impact career advancement (Hutchins, Penney, & Sublett, 
2018).  Additionally, shame manifests itself through fear and can result in aggressiveness, 
false connection, or withdrawal (Brown, 2006; Hartling et al., 2000).  Ultimately, fear 
and worry are rooted in interpersonal relationships, societal expectations, and how one 
might be perceived.  Fear and worry can result in endless rumination instead of action or 
inauthenticity because of impression management. 
Misunderstanding one’s self.  Lerner (2012) noted that negative thoughts, 
including those created by oneself, are common and should be acknowledged and 
released.  Ruminating on these thoughts prevents that person from truly understanding 
10 
how he or she is influenced and who he or she is, a fundamental concept of emotional 
intelligence (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009; Lerner 2012).  These thoughts are often 
connected to unwanted identities, and the desire to self-protect becomes a driving force.  
In the absence of understanding oneself, an individual listens to the inner critic or uses 
self-protecting mechanisms, which can ultimately result in further harm instead of the 
anticipated support (Brown, 2018; Ford, 2002; Lerner, 2012).   
Dishonesty.  This self-sabotaging behavior is deeply rooted in the desire to please 
others (Hauser, 2018).  The act of hiding one’s true self is referred to as camouflaging 
and begins as early as age eight in girls (Henriquez, 2016).  This behavior can take form 
as withholding questions or opinions, providing a socially acceptable answer, or taking 
on too much.  Another form of dishonesty is not claiming personal achievements or 
believing the work will speak for itself.  Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) characterized 
this as avoiding the awkwardness of advocating for oneself.  Seeking only to please 
others robs individuals of their authenticity and ability to contribute fully. 
Holding back.  Demonstrating hesitance or self-selecting out of a hiring process 
are two examples of how holding back can be a self-sabotaging behavior.  When women 
do not participate fully or authentically, they become unable to advance or reach their full 
potential (Lerner, 2012).  Holding back can occur to please everyone, avoid unwanted 
identities, or because of a lack of confidence (Brown, 2018; Ford, 2010; Hauser, 2018; 
Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).  This behavior has long-lasting implications in the 
recruitment process.  Women are less likely than men to continue in the recruitment 
process following a rejection, which results in talent pools with fewer women (Brands & 
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Fernandez-Mateo, 2017).  Holding back sabotages success in the present and has a long-
lasting impact into the future. 
Not taking time for self-reflection.  Self-reflection is a critical component of 
emotional intelligence.  Understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses is essential to 
realize one’s potential and have positive relationships with others (Bradberry & Greaves, 
2009; Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2013; McKee, Boyatzis, & Johnston, 2008).  
Shame, numbing strategies, and outrunning unwanted identities help an individual point 
externally instead of looking within (Brown, 2015, 2018; Ford, 2010; Lerner, 2012).  
Shame magnifies an issue on a narrow scale, acting like blinders, and the use of numbing 
strategies or not acknowledging one’s shadow redirects one’s focus away from the true 
work of reflecting. 
Isolation.  Connecting with others is an established method of career success 
(Brown, 2007, 2018; Capron, 2014; Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; Coogan & Chen, 2007; 
Demaiter & Adams, 2009; Hill & Wheat, 2017).  Isolation becomes a self-sabotaging 
behavior by limiting a person’s ability to get the support he or she needs.  Failure to 
include men and more junior women in one’s network narrows the ability to learn and 
connect with others.  Additionally, Brown (2015, 2018) discovered that connection was 
the primary strategy for overcoming shame, an emotion that cripples professional and 
personal success.  Critically, failure to create a network with intentionality will yield a 
group of people who will not be able to provide support in the most critical areas (Hill & 
Lineback, 2011; Lerner, 2012). 
Disempowering other women.  Women are an essential part of one’s network.  
Disempowering other women is a self-sabotaging behavior that stunts one’s network and 
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can negatively impact his or her reputation (Harvey, 2018).  This behavior is often 
observed as the queen bee syndrome in which established women who have been 
successful in male-dominated organizations are negatively characterized as being 
unhelpful to more junior women (Derks, Van Laar, & Ellemers, 2016; Harvey, 2018).  
Derks et al. (2016) argued that this is a side effect of assimilation strategies and a reaction 
to a threat of social identity, noting that the aggressive comparison behavior is not 
observed between women who are perceived as a peer.   
Infusing sex/gender role confusion in the workplace.  Women are often 
penalized for behaving like a conceptual man or for failure to do so (Cech & Blair-Loy, 
2010; Demaiter & Adams, 2009).  This catch-22 situation results in harsh criticism of 
women’s dress, style, and presence (NPR, 2015).  One example is related to women’s use 
of prosodic speech such as vocal fry, characterized by a low-pitch, creaky voice (R. C. 
Anderson, Klofstad, Mayew, & Venkatachalam, 2014).  Uptalk, or the raising of one’s 
voice like a question at the end of a sentence, is another example of women’s speech 
patterns that has been scrutinized because it creates uncertainty is the speaker’s message 
(Johnson, 2018).  R. C. Anderson et al. (2014) noted that these speech patterns are 
viewed negatively and can damage job opportunities.  Men are observed using vocal fry; 
however, primarily women are negatively impacted by its use (R. C. Anderson et al., 
2014; NPR, 2015).  In addition to policing speech patterns and dress, women are also 
challenged to navigate gender stereotypes related to emotions (Brescoll, 2016) and roles 
(Carli & Eagly, 2016; Eagly, 2007).  Williams, Li, Rincon, and Finn (2016) found that 
women are often tasked with office housework.  While important to operations and 
morale, this type of work rarely connects with large company goals and, as a result, 
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yields little benefit.  Critically, women leaders who do not recognize the role sex/gender 
roles play in the workplace limit opportunities for advancement. 
Strategies for Overcoming Barriers 
Regardless of the reason for the discrepancy in female representation, the path 
forward must begin with awareness.  Demaiter and Adams (2009) noted that many 
barriers that prevent women’s advancement in the workplace are frequently normalized 
and ignored.  Although many women “downplay the significance of gender,” evidence to 
the contrary is often revealed through personal stories (Demaiter & Adams, 2009, p. 48).  
In order to address either structural or meritocratic barriers, all individuals within the 
organization must acknowledge the situation so that it may be addressed collaboratively.  
Both structural and meritocratic reasonings explain the gender divide; however, many of 
the barriers are normalized, which makes it challenging to address either barrier. 
Mentorship and coaching.  There are several reasons for the phenomenon of 
underrepresentation of women in the workforce; however, there are fewer strategies to 
address the barriers.  Research findings consistently identify mentoring as a prominent 
strategy to support career advancement for female leaders (Capron, 2014; Cech & Blair-
Loy, 2010; Coogan & Chen, 2007; Demaiter & Adams, 2009; Hill & Wheat, 2017).  Hill 
and Wheat (2017) noted that mentoring creates an outlet for personal advocacy, 
sponsorship, and revealing unrealized aspirations.  Mentoring is especially impactful in 
helping women navigate male-dominated fields and in overcoming self-limiting beliefs 
(Demaiter & Adams, 2009; Hill & Wheat, 2017).  Research findings repeatedly noted 
that mentoring helps women build confidence and creates a relationship of high trust in 
which any aspect that is limiting the individual’s success can be dissected and acted upon 
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(Capron, 2014; Hill & Wheat, 2017).  Importantly, Capron (2014) also identified 
mentoring as a reciprocal process in which individuals being mentored simultaneously 
develop skills to later serve in a mentor role.  Finally, research findings have identified 
that the benefits of mentoring can occur in both formal and informal mentoring 
relationships (Capron, 2014; Hill & Wheat, 2017).  
Finding personal power.  Mentoring can also serve as a mechanism to help 
women find their personal power.  Specifically, personal power is the ability to recognize 
one’s true self and strive to reach his or her potential (Brown, 2018; Lerner, 2012).  Self-
sabotaging behaviors can impede one’s ability to reach his or her potential.  The nine 
domains of personal power are used to better understand self-limiting behaviors and 
empowering behaviors to help one reach their potential. 
Statement of the Research Problem 
Women are underrepresented in leadership positions compared to their male 
counterparts.  Although women comprise 47% of the U.S. workforce, they only account 
for 39.8% of management positions and 27% of chief executive positions (U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2017).  An examination of women in leadership roles in the government 
depicts a grimmer scenario.  Currently, women comprise 20% of the congressional 
membership (CAWP, 2019f).  At the local government level, female incumbents hold 
19.8% of chief executive officer roles and 17.9% chief administrator positions; only 
20.7% of mayoral appointments are held by women in the 100 largest cities (Barrett & 
Greene, 2019; CAWP, 2019b; ICMA, 2019b).   
Underrepresentation in government is not restricted to the United States.  Across 
the globe, government roles are filled by “only 22% female, and there are 37 countries 
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where women make up less than 10% of the government” (Alter, 2015, “Finland,” para. 
5); four houses of government have no female representation (UN Women, 2019).  
Importantly, the focus on parity in representation is not merely a numbers game; the 
community and organizations positively benefit from female representation through 
increased decision quality, development of richer talent pools, and enactment of policies 
focused on quality of life (Brands & Fernandez-Mateo, 2017; Mitchell & Decker, 2017; 
Silbermann, 2015; UN Women, 2019). 
Indeed, women are underrepresented in leadership positions compared to their 
male counterparts in both the private and public sectors, which significantly impacts the 
community.  Structural and meritocratic reasoning emerged as two primary categories to 
explain the underrepresentation of female leaders (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010).  Specific 
examples to define structural or external barrier categories include environmental 
restrictions, perceived social expectations, consequences of taking a leave of absence, and 
caregiver responsibilities (Capron, 2014; Demaiter & Adams, 2009).  Examples of 
meritocratic or self-sabotaging behaviors include a lack of self-efficacy, mindset, holding 
back, and isolation (Brown, 2015, 2018; Ford, 2010; Harvey, 2018; Hauser, 2018; 
Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012).  While described as separate categories, 
examples are often related and may create a feedback loop, thus perpetuating the cycle.  
Critically, these barriers prevent increased representation of county government executive 
positions, a deficit that has ramifications for quality decision-making, representation, 
talent availability, and policy creation (Brands & Fernandez-Mateo, 2017; Carroll, 2016; 
Mitchell & Decker, 2017). 
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There are several reasons for the discrepancy in representation; however, there are 
fewer strategies to address the barriers.  Mentoring is often cited as an effective strategy 
for overcoming external and internal barriers as it can enable individuals to overcome 
both types of barriers by providing a positive model, serving as a sounding board, 
addressing gender issues directly, and facilitating increased confidence (Capron, 2014; 
Hill & Wheat, 2017).  This practice can be difficult in male-dominated organizations in 
which the queen bee phenomenon is present, a phenomenon where senior women do not 
connect with or support less tenured women (Faniko, Ellemers, Dersk, & Lorenzi-Cioldi, 
2017).  Importantly, mentorship emphasizes how others might help individuals address 
the barriers; however, it does not address how individuals might help themselves.  
Despite the prevalence and impact of mentoring, it is not known which strategies work 
best to assuage or eliminate specific self-sabotaging behaviors (Mitchell & Decker, 
2017). 
Both structural and meritocratic reasonings explain the gender divide; however, 
many of the barriers are normalized (Demaiter & Adams, 2009), which makes it 
challenging to address either barrier.  Although mentoring is identified as a powerful 
career development tool, it can be difficult to cultivate in male-dominated organizations 
and ignores how one might independently overcome or avoid the barriers.  Hill and 
Wheat (2017) pointed to the need for a more in-depth examination of the factors that 
influence women’s career paths and aspirations, and Cech and Blair-Loy (2010) noted 
that specific homogenous groups require examination.  Mitchell and Decker (2017) called 
for an examination of self-sabotaging behaviors in business and literature, specifically 
highlighting the need for research to examine its prevalence, gender differences, 
17 
strategies to reduce or overcome the barriers, and connection to long-term structural 
implications.  Across multiple disciplines, literature can be found identifying self-
sabotaging behaviors and their impacts; however, additional research is needed to 
identify which behaviors are most prevalent within female county government executives 
and how they overcame the barriers. 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to identify and describe self-
sabotaging behaviors experienced by female county government executives and to 
explore the impact these behaviors have had on their career development.  A secondary 
purpose of this study was to identify strategies employed by female county government 
executives to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. 
Research Questions  
This research study was guided by the following three research questions: 
1. Which self-sabotaging behaviors have female county government executives 
experienced throughout their leadership careers? 
2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female 
county government executives? 
3. What strategies did female county government executives use throughout their 
leadership careers to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors? 
Significance of the Problem 
Despite comprising 47% of the U.S. workforce, women only account for 39.8% of 
leadership positions (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017).  In the public sector, female 
representation is even less as 23.7% of Congress, 18% of governors, 21.8% of mayoral 
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appointments, 19.8% of local government chief executive officers, and 17.9% of local 
government chief administrative officers are women (Barrett & Greene, 2019; CAWP, 
2019b, 2019f; ICMA, 2019b).  Critically, local government positions typically serve as a 
feeder for higher level elected positions; Carroll (2016) noted that women who run for 
federal office typically springboard off local government experience and exposure.  The 
impact of the lack of female representation at the state or federal level is compounded by 
the lack of representation at the local government level, including counties.  This 
disparity in female representation requires investigation as to the reasons for the 
underrepresentation of women in county government executive roles.   
Women’s participation in the workforce has significant societal impacts.  For 
example, higher levels of workforce participation by women equate to economic gains 
and an increase in the nation’s overall standard of living (Fry & Stepler, 2017).  
Moreover, gender-diverse workforces produce robust talent pools, reduce gender 
inequalities in the workplace, and demonstrate increased decision quality, higher levels of 
innovation, and strong financial returns (Brands & Fernandez-Mateo, 2017; Catalyst, 
2018; ICMA, 2019b; Kendall, Thiago, & Escobar-Lemmon, 2017; Mitchell & Decker, 
2017; Silbermann, 2015).  Specific to the public sector, women are more likely than men 
to focus on representing constituents, demonstrating a drive for results, and enacting 
policies that support stronger communities (Dittmar, Sanbonmatsu, Carroll, Walsh, & 
Wineinger, 2017; UN Women, 2019).  Female workforce participation goes beyond 
individual fulfillment and yields significant benefits for businesses and the community at 
large.  Indeed, research is needed to explore self-sabotaging behaviors that prevent 
women from advancing their careers to county government executive roles.   
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A variety of reasons explain the lack of representation, such as environmental 
restrictions, perceived social expectations, economic restrictions, consequences of taking 
a leave of absence, and caregiver responsibilities (Capron, 2014; Demaiter & Adams, 
2009).  Literature exists regarding barriers within traditionally male-dominated industries 
such as finance, engineering, and information technology (Demaiter & Adams, 2009; Hill 
& Wheat, 2017).  These explanations can be categorized as structural or external barriers; 
however, they do not account for specific barriers that are self-imposed, or all barriers 
experienced by female leaders.  There is a significant amount of research that explores 
self-sabotaging behaviors (Brands & Fernando-Mateo, 2017; Brescoll, 2011; Brown, 
2006, 2007, 2015, 2018; Capron, 2014; Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; Detert et al., 2013; 
Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003); however, there is 
little literature focused on female self-sabotaging behaviors in the public sector.  Cech 
and Blair-Loy (2010) emphasized that many women do not recognize the barriers or 
normalize the challenges.  Although structural barriers are more commonly noted and 
researched, a lack of awareness of self-sabotaging behaviors will prohibit progress 
toward closing the gender gap if all reasons for underrepresentation are not addressed. 
 The benefits of closing the gender gap in the workplace are part of the leadership 
development conversation within organizations.  Prominent leadership development 
companies such as Development Dimensions International and Center for Creative 
Leadership (CCL) offer programs targeted toward closing the gender gap; however, the 
curriculum is primarily focused on overcoming structural barriers, increasing confidence, 
and expanding networks (Development Dimensions International, 2019; Martineau, 
Clerkin, & Zhao, 2018).  This narrowly focuses on only three types of self-sabotaging 
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behaviors—fear of failure, lack of confidence, and isolation—omitting other critical self-
sabotaging behaviors.  This pattern is observed in recent work by public sector 
professional associations such as the International City/County Management Association 
(ICMA, 2019b).  Critically, this research will expand women’s leadership development 
conversations to include all types of female self-sabotaging behaviors and is expected to 
be of interest to the private and public organizations currently seeking to close the gender 
gap.   
Specifically, this research may be of interest to educators, nonprofit organizations 
focused on supporting the growth of girls and women, and government organizational 
development and human resources practitioners.  Understanding self-sabotaging 
behaviors of female county government executives and strategies used to overcome 
barriers is critical to developing or modifying existing programs to support overcoming 
the behaviors.  This research can increase awareness and serve as a catalyst for action to 
either support a woman’s personal advancement or enable organizations to design 
processes and systems to address the issue at a systemic or programmatic level.  For 
example, understanding self-sabotaging behaviors that result in the lack of advancement 
of women in county government could inform the development of educational programs 
for school-age children, career programs for high school and college students, or 
mentoring and leadership programs within governmental organizations.  In addition, 
companies and nonprofits focused on increasing female representation in public sector 
roles could leverage the information to help women overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.  
As a result of the expected actions from organizations, the full potential of women can be 
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realized, benefiting the individual and organization.  Without this awareness, stagnation 
and inequality may persist and perpetuate the effects of these consequences.   
This research is expected to highlight the underlying self-sabotaging behaviors 
that prevent women from advancing into county government executive roles.  The 
implications of this research could be far reaching and multidisciplinary.  Indeed, with 
women comprising 47% of the workforce, yet only a fraction of county government 
executive leadership roles, this research has the potential to play an essential role in 
addressing the issue of underrepresentation. 
Definitions 
Terms used throughout this study are defined herein to provide clarity and a 
shared understanding of their meaning.  The definitions were used in this context 
throughout the whole of the study. 
The Public Sector 
County. “The largest political subdivision of the state . . . with the powers 
necessary to provide for the health and welfare of the people within its borders” 
(California State Association of Counties [CSAC], n.d.-b, para. 1). 
Public policy.  Government policies and laws that affect the whole population 
(“Public policy,” n.d.). 
Public sector.  General term used to describe all governmental organizations. 
County government executive.  Executive managers who have direct 
administrative and operational responsibility for a county or county department, 
including county executive or administrative officers; chief executives, such as a chief 
financial officers or department heads. 
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State and local government.  A state, county, or city governmental organization. 
Women’s Representation 
Barriers.  Institutional, structural, or self-imposed limits that inhibit one’s 
success or advancement. 
Gender parity.  “Equal representation of men and women in a given field” (UN 
Women Training Centre, 2017, para. 1). 
Glass ceiling.  A metaphor used to describe the career advancement challenges 
women leaders face in which there is a limitation to how high in the organization women 
can promote. 
Glass cliff.  A metaphor used to describe the career advancement challenges 
women leaders face in which women are most likely to be promoted when organizations 
are already failing. 
Labyrinth.  A metaphor used to describe the career advancement challenges 
women leaders face in organizations.  The labyrinth depicts an ongoing journey that lasts 
throughout the career that is challenging, but not impossible (Carli & Eagly, 2016). 
Personal power.  A woman’s ability “to act from a position of strength rather 
than react out of fear and limitation” (Lerner, 2012, p. xv). 
Queen bee effect.  A phenomenon in which “women leaders assimilate into male-
dominated organizations by distancing themselves from junior women and legitimizing 
inequality in their organization” (Derks et al., 2016, p. 456). 
Self-sabotaging behaviors.  Behaviors consciously or unconsciously 
demonstrated by an individual that results in limiting or impeding one’s own career and 
professional development, including access to leadership roles. 
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Underrepresentation.  When the number of people in a certain type of position is 
less than the percentage of the group related to the general population. 
Delimitations 
This study was delimited to senior-level, female county government executives in 
Southern California.  These individuals included women who (a) worked in county-level 
government in Southern California, (b) currently held an executive-level position for at 
least a year, and (c) their executive-level position had responsibility for the county or a 
county department.   
Organization of the Study 
 This study is organized into five chapters.  The first chapter provided a foundation 
for the study and included historical and current context of women in the workplace, 
theoretical and conceptual frameworks, the research problem, significance of the study, 
purpose statement, and research questions.  Chapter II provides a literature review of 
women in the workplace using the theoretical and conceptual frameworks as a guide.  
Chapter III details the research methodology employed by the researcher.  Chapter IV 
analyzes the data collected in Chapter III and provides a discussion of the results.  
Chapter V details findings and recommendations for application and future research. 
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Chapter II provides a review of the academic and professional literature related to 
women in the workplace, working in the public sector, self-sabotaging behaviors, and 
strategies for gaining personal power.  This literature review provides context for and 
frames the research.  Chapter II begins by exploring a brief history of women in the 
workplace at large as well as within the public sector.  It continues by reviewing reasons 
for underrepresentation as explained by existing research.  Next, Chapter II situates the 
theoretical foundations and self-sabotaging behavior framework within existing research.  
This literature review concludes by identifying gaps in the research. 
Brief History of Women in the Workplace 
 Women have always held a prominent role in society through reproduction, 
education, and caretaking; however, historically, these roles have been relegated to the 
home environment.  Although women have been paramount to the proliferation of 
society, women have long been devoid of rights and restricted from significant roles in 
formal sectors such as business and government.  Limited access to higher education and 
traditional patriarchal cultures ensured that women were slow to progress within 
organizations and were limited to nonleadership roles (Guy & Fenley, 2013).  Women 
who worked outside the home did so in roles that were closely related to tasks performed 
in the home such as teaching, nursing, administrative work, and housekeeping (Lambert, 
2018).  Additionally, those who worked did so primarily out of necessity and were mostly 
non-White (Guy & Fenley, 2013).  Indeed, there are exceptions as explained later in this 
chapter; however, these instances moved outside the social norms and gender 
expectations of the day.  Bishu, Guy, and Heckler (2019) explained that  
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an organization is a microcosm of cultural values, perpetuating notions of what is 
“normal” and what is not in terms of gender. . . . This has the effect of shaping the 
career and economic opportunities that are made accessible. (pp. 1-2)   
The manifestation of social norms as gender bias and internalization in organizations has 
contributed to the continued absence of women from the workplace and in leadership 
positions. 
Post-World War II 
 During World War II (WWII), women were called to work in factories and 
shipyards to fill vacancies created by men sent to war.  Lower-class women were called 
to work first and later were joined by middle-class women.  For many middle-class 
women, this was their first time working outside of the home, and the government created 
what would later be known as the Rosie the Riveter propaganda campaign to convince 
them to work (Cokely, 2018).  A shift began following WWII in which women who had 
shown their worth during war times and enjoyed working wanted to continue.  This 
contrasted with societal norms, which expected women to return to traditional roles 
following men’s return from war.  Many women returned to homemaking; still others 
wanted to work in more prominent roles and provide value differently. 
 During the 1960s, women worked until they were married, at which time social 
norms dictated that they were to stop working and exclusively care for the family and 
home (Guy & Fenley, 2013).  Women went to school to find a husband and earn a “MRS 
degree” (Brolley, n.d.).  Over time, social norms began to soften to the idea of women 
working as a matter of choice, and the population boom, economic demands, and 
legislation led to an increase in women in the workforce (Guy & Fenley, 2013).  
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Importantly, as women of color and lower-class women were already working, this influx 
was due to more White women entering the workforce (Guy & Fenley, 2013).  At this 
time, women were working in a patriarchal society, rooted in male bias (Bishu et al., 
2019; Guy & Fenley, 2013) 
Legislating Equality 
 Women fought for equal rights through legislative means, first gaining the right to 
vote in 1920.  This was the culmination of advocacy work by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 
Susan B. Anthony, and others who fought to raise awareness and influence Congress to 
give women the right to vote (19th Amendment, 2019).  Later, the National American 
Women Suffrage Association (NAWSA), led by Carrie Chapman Catt, and National 
Women’s Party (NWP), led by Alice Paul, took the lead for advocating for women’s 
suffrage by heavily lobbying the president (National Women’s History Museum, n.d.).  
The National Women’s History Museum (n.d.) described it as “the single largest 
extension of democratic voting rights in our nation’s history, and it was achieved 
peacefully, through democratic processes” (para. 5).   
While the 19th Amendment provided women with the right to vote, it did not end 
discrimination or social gender bias.  Critically, enfranchising women did ensure they 
now had a voice in democracy.  The Equal Pay Act was passed in 1963, making it illegal 
to differentiate pay based on gender; however, discriminatory workplace practices 
persisted.  Until the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, job postings were segregated 
by gender and a notation existed indicating whether a woman could apply (Guy & 
Fenley, 2013).  Guy and Fenley (2013) noted that up until this point, “If women were to 
succeed, it had to be within the confines of a male-dominated society and in accordance 
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with rules established by men for men” (p. 43).  Title VII of the Civil Rights Act 
specifically addressed sex as a protected class; however, a latent effect was that 
discriminatory practices evolved to become less overt, and gender bias became 
institutionalized through covert processes (Guy & Fenley, 2013).  Additional legislative 
protections followed the Equal Rights Act with the Fairness for Breastfeeding Mothers 
Act of 2019 as the most recent.  Critically, the range between Title VII’s prohibition of 
discrimination based on gender to mandating clean and private spaces for breastfeeding 
employees through the Fairness for Breastfeeding Mothers Act (2019) indicates progress.  
Each piece of legislation was designed to eliminate institutionalized gender 
discrimination and structural barriers that continued to impede women’s participation and 
advancement in the workforce.  While societal norms have evolved and legal protections 
were established, barriers to women in the workplace persist.  Despite the changes, 
women continue to face discrimination, harassment, and institutionalized barriers. 
 Today, there are numerous government, nonprofit, and international organizations 
that exist specifically to protect women’s rights in the workplace.  Federal organizations 
such as the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission exist, in part, to enforce laws 
that protect against gender discrimination, and both the U.S. Department of Labor and 
Center for Disease Control have specialty bureaus that focus specifically on women 
(Cornell University Library, 2019).  There are dozens of organizations in the nonprofit 
and international arena that focus on advocating and organizing to continue to support 
equal rights and protections for women in the workplace (Cornell University Library, 
2019).  The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU, 2019b) website specifically 
mentions protecting against sex discrimination based on “sex stereotypes, pregnancy and 
28 
parenting; discrimination in the form of barriers to working in fields from which women 
have traditionally been excluded; and the systematic undervaluing of work traditionally 
performed by women” (para. 1).  These organizations exist, in part, to advocate for 
changes in societal norms and organizations that continue to create barriers to women’s 
participation and advancement in the workplace. 
Persistence: 21st Century Realities 
 There has been significant progress toward increasing women’s parity in the 
workplace since the earliest women’s rights movement; however, there is still much work 
to do be done (Hall & Donaghue, 2013).  In the 21st century, the challenges women face 
in advancing in the workplace are numerous.  Where higher education was once a rarity 
with its focus on finding a husband (Brolley, n.d.), women in the 21st century are 
outpacing men in degree attainment.  Researchers have attributed this to women feeling 
they need to be overly qualified to be able to compete with men for leadership positions 
(Barrett & Greene, 2017; Eagly, 2007).  Despite earning advanced degrees and assuming 
leadership roles, a gender pay gap persists in which women earn 80.5 cents on the dollar 
(Hegewisch & Tesfaselassie, 2019).  In the United States, Equal Pay Day is highlighted 
each year as a day in which advocacy groups call attention to a date later in the year in 
which women and men have equivalent roles.  In the same role, it takes women longer to 
earn what their male counterparts earn in a year.  According to the Institute for Women’s 
Policy Research (Hegewisch & Tesfaselassie, 2019), the gender pay gap is wider for 
women of color.  Sexual harassment continues, with legislation and social pressure like 
the #metoo movement advocating for safe workplaces for women.  In the media, progress 
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has been made in how women are portrayed; however, advocacy continues to eliminate 
media that perpetuates gender role stereotypes (Geena Davis Institute, n.d.).   
Indeed, public opinion is shifting.  According to The Gallup Organization, 2017 
became the first year in which more than half of Americans had no gender preference of 
their boss (Brenan, 2017).  In the public sector, women are breaking records; however, 
underrepresentation persists in the United States.  Despite a record-breaking 2018 
election cycle, data from the Inter-Parliamentary Union (2019) listed the United States as 
76th in the world based on the percentage of women in government.  According to a Pew 
Research Center Report (Horowitz, Igielnik, & Parker, 2018), “A majority of Americans 
say they would like to see more women in top leadership positions—not only in politics, 
but also in the corporate world” (para. 1).   
 In the workplace, women are challenged to navigate external and internal barriers.  
Many of the internal barriers are manifestations of imbedded structural barriers and deep-
rooted patriarchal beliefs.  Women leaders are forced to contend with a double bind in 
which they are penalized for being overly feminine or masculine (Brescoll, 2016; Eagly, 
2007).  Ryder and Briles (2003) described this as the “terrible toos“ in which women’s 
behavior is consistently measured, assessed, and determined to be in excess of the male 
standard (p. 169).  Today, women continue to face “good ‘ol boy clubs,” economic 
inequality, confining perceived social expectations, consequences of caretaking, work-
life balance challenges, and gender-based occupation tracking (Catalyst, 2019; Guy, 
2017; Holman, 2017).  Although the public sector leads the private sector in family-
friendly employee policies, women still face challenges (Feeney & Stritch, 2019).  
Holman (2017) noted that women are “more likely to report that competing demands 
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from spouses and children have interfered with their careers” (p. 290).  In addition to the 
challenges this presents for working women, it is another manifestation of 
institutionalized gender discrimination and devaluation of societal roles as these 
conversations center exclusively around women.  These contradictions and limitations 
send negative and confusing messages to women that they must contend with in order to 
realize their potential and find success in the workplace.   
 While progress has been made, gender parity has not been reached, and barriers 
still exist that prevent women from realizing their personal power and achieving success.  
Hall and Donaghue (2013) cautioned that “although great successes of individual women 
are symbolically important for gender politics, widespread celebration of them as 
evidence of disintegration of the glass ceiling is unduly optimistic” (p. 632).  Women’s 
rights issues have evolved over the last century, expanding to include critical gender 
equality issues relevant to the workplace.  Gender bias, economic justice, reproductive 
rights, violence against women, constitutional equality, employment rights, pregnancy 
and parenting discrimination, racial justice, and sexual orientation and identity rights 
continue to remain a focus for women to achieve equal rights (ACLU, 2019b; Human 
Rights Watch, 2019; National Organization for Women, 2019; United Nations, 2019). 
Women Working in the Public Sector 
 Early on, the government workforce was primarily comprised of men.  Any 
women who worked in the public sector predominantly held secretarial jobs in support of 
administrative or legal roles held by men.  Women first began to seek clerk roles 
following the popularization of the typewriter (Guy & Fenley, 2013).  Prior to that, “it 
was thought unseemly for a woman to work outside the home and most believed that 
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women should never occupy a post that otherwise could be held by a man” (Guy & 
Fenley, 2013, p. 43).  Over time, the professional roles held by women began to evolve 
into more substantial roles with authority as social norms and economic demands 
changed.  However, women continue to be underrepresented in most public sector 
leadership roles (Holman, 2017).   
A Brief History of Firsts 
Throughout history, women have made a significant mark on the world.  There 
are many women with the distinction of “being first.”  Susanna Salter of Kansas was the 
first woman elected as mayor in 1887 (CAWP, 2019c).  Jeanette Rankin, a Republican 
from Montana, was the first woman elected to Congress, followed by Rebecca Latimer 
Felton, a Democrat from Georgia, as the first woman elected to the U.S. Senate (CAWP, 
2019f).  Nellie Ross (D-WY) became the first female governor in 1928 (CAWP, 2019b).  
Genevieve Rose Cline was the first female judge, beginning her tenure in 1928 (United 
States Courts, n.d.).  Frances Perkins was the first woman to serve in a presidential 
cabinet, appointed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt (CAWP, 2019c).  In 1975, Ella 
Grasso (D-CT) became the first woman elected as governor not under the pretense of 
serving as a surrogate for her husband (CAWP, 2019b).  Sandra Day O’Conner was 
appointed as the first female associate justice on the U.S. Supreme Court in 1981 
(Supreme Court Historical Society, n.d.).  In 1997, Madeleine Albright became the first 
female U.S. Secretary of State, which was the “highest-ranking woman in the U.S. 
government” at that time (CAWP, 2019c).  In 2008, Hilary Rodham Clinton was the first 
woman to run for president on a major party’s ticket and in 2016 was the first woman to 
win a major party’s committee nomination (CAWP, 2019c).   
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Other firsts have been made in the last decade recognizing the depth of diversity 
of female public sector leaders, including race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender, and 
religion (CAWP, 2019c).  Notably, history continued to be made in 2019 in Nevada, the 
first state in which women comprise a majority of the state legislature (CAWP, 2019c).  
Ahead of the 2020 presidential election, there are six women running for President of the 
United States.  Prior to this election, no more than two women had run on the same 
party’s primary ticket (CAWP, 2019c).   
The composition of government is assumed to be male, which gives significance 
to the list of firsts just reviewed.  Hall and Donaghue (2013) cautioned that individual 
successes of women do not confirm the disappearance of the glass ceiling.  Researchers 
acknowledge the masculine bias as a form of identity within organizations (Stivers, 
2002).  Further, foundational patriarchal views are perpetuated through organizational 
processes and practices such as accepted images of professionalism, assumptions of the 
ideal worker, and gendered roles (Acker, 1990, 1992; Bishu et al., 2019; Eagly, 1987; 
Stivers, 2002).  Guy (2017) expanded on this, noting that “the term professional is 
usually associated with “masculine” emotive expression, that is, authoritativeness and 
detachment” (p. 57).   
The effect of masculine bias within organizations is compounded when one 
considers how gender stereotypes impact pay.  Guy (2017) described that “because 
gendered jobs have economic repercussions that disadvantage women throughout their 
careers and diminish their retirement income, the discussion then connects the issue of 
pay with the issue of gender role” (p. 49).  Today, the income penalty is described as the 
pay gap, in which women earn 80.5% compared to their male counterparts, totaling a loss 
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of over $400,000 over a 40-year period (Catalyst, 2019).  Although women earn more 
degrees than men, the pay gap is bigger between men and women with degrees than those 
without (Day, 2019).  This list of firsts paves the way for a true representative 
democracy; without gender parity, social equity cannot be reached (Riccucci, 2009). 
Current Demographics 
While there are many notable women who were the first in their field and 
accomplishments, there is still sweeping disparity in representation.  At the federal level, 
women represent only 23.6% of Congress (CAWP, 2019f).  The current presidential 
cabinet includes three women, bringing to the total of women serving in this capacity to 
53 (CAWP, 2019e).  Although the 2018 election cycle was a landmark year for women, 
significant disparity in representation persists (CAWP, 2019a, 2019c, 2019e, 2019f; 
ICMA, 2019b).  These same trends of underrepresentation persist at the local and federal 
levels (Table 1). 
While government has traditionally employed more women than the private 
sector, lack of parity persists (Riccucci, 2009).  Women in Congress described their 
experience, noting the following: 
They must work harder to prove they belong, and they struggle to be heard on all 
issues and in all congressional spaces.  They still are too often evaluated on style 
over substance and face greater challenges than men in meeting the conflicting 
demands of work and family. (Dittmar et al., 2017, p. 46)   
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Table 1. Percentage of Women in Federal and Local Public Sector Roles in 2019 
Percentage of Women in Federal and Local Public Sector Roles in 2019 
Type of public sector role % of women in role 
Presidential Cabinet Member 20.0 
U.S. Supreme Court Justice 33.3 
U.S. Senator 25.0 
U.S. Representative 23.2 
State Legislature 25.4 
Governor 12.0 
Lieutenant Governor 24.0 
Mayor 18.9 
Local Government Chief Executive Officer 19.8 
California Chief Executive/Administrative Officers 31.0 
Note. Data were retrieved from Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP), 2019e, 2019f; 
International City/County Managers Association (ICMA), 2019; and California State Association 
of Counties (CSAC), n.d.a. 
 
 
Research from the International City/County Managers Association (Antil, Letourneau, 
& Cameron, 2014) found that, although women enter local government workforce at a 
high rate, they fail to achieve the top position of chief administrative officer at the same 
rate as men.  Carroll (2016) noted that recent declines and leveling of women in 
government indicates that parity will not naturally occur if one waits for enough time to 
elapse.  Indeed, underrepresentation of women in executive roles in the public sector 
persists at all levels of government, including state and local.  
The Role of County Government Executives 
Counties provide vital services to communities.  The National Association of 
Counties (NACo; 2019) highlighted that counties have a significant impact in the 
community through administration and responsibility of transportation and infrastructure, 
community health, justice and public safety, and human services.  These broad categories 
include a plethora of services and are usually divided into a subset of 23 common county 
35 
offices (CSAC, 2019).  Unlike cities, counties are responsible for administering 
“municipal services to residents . . . [and] also serve as a delivery channel for many State 
services” (CSAC, 2014b, para. 1).  Although a common list of county offices exists, this 
list is not exclusive.  For example, Table 2 highlights the variance in number of agencies 
with the 10 counties included in this study.  
 
Table 2. Number of Agencies Within Southern Californian Counties 
Number of Agencies Within Southern Californian Counties 
County Number of agencies 
Imperiala 26 
Kerng 28 
Los Angelesa 34 
Orangeh 25 
Riversidec 52 
San Bernardinoi 70 
San Diegoj 42 
San Luis Obispod 40 
Santa Barbarae 26 
Venturaf 29 
Note. From aCounty of Imperial, 2014; aCounty of Los Angeles, n.d.; cCounty of Riverside, n.d.; 
dCounty of San Luis Obispo, n.d.; eCounty of Santa Barbara, 2018; fCounty of Ventura, 2020; 
gKern County, n.d.; hOrange County, n.d.; iSan Bernardino County, 2020; jSan Diego County, 
2019. 
 
 
The CSAC (2019) explained that “because of the diversity of California counties, 
a specific title given to a county officer and the specific responsibilities of that office may 
vary by county” (p. 9).  For the purposes of this study, a county government executive 
was identified as the top official in a department, chief executives such as chief financial 
officer or deputy county executive officer, or county executive or county administrative 
officer.  Regardless of the title, these individuals hold executive management positions 
and are responsible for the operations of a county department or the county itself (Guy, 
2017).  Although this role is extremely complex, the core responsibilities can be distilled 
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to administrative and operational management, policy advisement, and network 
management and engagement (Nelson & Svara, 2015).  Examples include developing and 
administering strategic plans to manage financial and human capital resources to 
effectively administer county services (Government Jobs, 2019; ICMA, n.d.); developing 
and maintaining effective working relationships with department heads, executives, 
governing boards, and other governments at the local, state, and national levels 
(Government Jobs, 2019; Nelson & Svara, 2015); and advising governing boards on 
policy development.  Nelson and Svara (2015) noted that over time the role has 
“expanded to finding ways to actively engage the public in the process of decision 
making and implementation” (p. 57).  Additionally, due to the unique way in which 
counties are financially and legislatively connected to the state, county government 
executives face challenges related to changing legislation, fluctuating funding resources, 
and expansion of scope of services to address increasing complex community needs 
(Christensen & Hogen-Esch, 2015).  Indeed, the county government executive is a 
complex role that is responsible for managing the internal business operations of a county 
or county department, advising governing boards on policy development and 
implications, and finding ways to include the public and other stakeholder groups in the 
administration of public services.   
Importance of Representation of Women in the Public Sector 
 The underrepresentation phenomenon of women in county government executive 
roles is critical.  Representation of women in the public sector is more than a numbers 
game.  Indeed, when women have gender parity, both organizations and society benefit 
(Dittmar et al., 2017; Riccucci, 2009; Silbermann, 2015; UN Women, 2019).   
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Representation and Organizational Success 
Organizational success is built on sound decision-making.  Including diverse 
groups in decision-making processes is identified as paramount to effective leadership 
(D. Anderson & Ackerman Anderson, 2010; Gardner, 2008; Heifetz & Linsky, 2017; 
Schwab et al., 2016).  The ICMA’s Final Report of Status of Women in the Profession 
noted that gender balance was one factor critical to group performance (Antil et al., 
2014).  Further, gender-diverse workforces produce large, diverse talent pipelines for 
leadership roles (Brands & Fernandez-Mateo, 2017).  Women in leadership are also 
shown to positively impact an organization’s financial returns (Catalyst, 2018; Eagly, 
2007; ICMA, 2019b), indicating that gender parity is good for business.  Additionally, 
ICMA found that gender parity led to the reduction of problematic behaviors such as 
stereotyping, harassment, and dissatisfaction (Antil et al., 2014).  Moreover, gender 
parity, not just the presence of women in leadership roles, positively impacts innovation, 
performance, and self-confidence of teams (Antil et al., 2014).   
Representation and Societal Benefit 
Not only do government organizations benefit from the diversity of women in 
leadership roles, so too does society.  Specifically, UN Women (2019) found that women 
tend to focus on setting policy in areas that significantly impact the community, such as 
the environment, education, and family.  Women often shift policy development to topics 
such as education, family, the environment, and natural resources (UN Women, 2019).  
These topics are often viewed as “softer”; however, they greatly affect the community.  
Holman (2017) explained this difference as a result of  
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gendered socialization patterns, where women are socialized to care for others, 
the gendering of poverty so that women are more reliant on social services, 
gender gaps in policy preferences, where women in the general population 
support welfare and social service spending at higher rates than do men, and 
historic patterns of women’s activism in these areas of policy. (p. 291) 
Additionally, UN Women (2019) found that women are more likely to collaborate 
across party lines for outcomes.  Further, women are more likely to increase community 
involvement by engaging with constituents through outreach efforts and committee work 
(Holman, 2017).  Women of Congress noted that they bring a different lens to policy 
review, considering all aspects and diverse perspectives (Dittmar et al., 2017).  Critically, 
this ensures that all voices and perspectives are considered in a representative democracy 
(Dittmar, et al., 2017; Holman, 2017; Riccucci, 2009). 
Around the globe, women in the public sector are creating policy that 
significantly impacts their constituents, such as creating safer drinking water and 
expanding childcare options to support gender equity in the workforce (UN Women, 
2019).  This impact is seen in local government as well where women leaders positively 
impact public health (Muntaner & Ng, 2019).  Critically, when women take leadership 
roles in government, the community benefits greatly. 
Inspiring the Future 
Even closer to home is the impact on succession planning and representation on 
career choice for girls.  State and local government roles often lead to higher level roles 
in government, serving as a springboard for political careers (Carroll, 2016; Holman, 
2017).  Visibility of women in senior-level leadership positions lets others know it is 
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possible to advance in the organization and inspires them to pursue advancement for 
themselves (Barrett & Greene, 2017).  Role modeling is an effective career development 
strategy helping others to imagine themselves having a career in the public sector (Barrett 
& Greene, 2019; Capron, 2014; Hill & Wheat, 2017; ICMA, 2019b).  Further, women in 
leadership roles promote gender equity, which reduces gender bias and 
underrepresentation.   
Reasons for Underrepresentation 
 The metaphor of invisibility has been used throughout history to describe the state 
of women in the workforce (Carli & Eagly, 2016; Smith, Caputi, & Crittenden, 2012; 
Weinberg, 2015).  Invisible barriers that prohibit women from ascending to leadership 
positions are commonly referred to using the concept of glass.  Glass ceilings, walls, 
elevators, cliffs, slippers, and boxes help explain the invisible barriers (Carli & Eagly, 
2016; Smith et al., 2012; Weinberg, 2015).  Glass metaphors can be grouped into two 
primary categories, structural and meritocratic, explaining lack of gender parity in higher 
level leadership positions (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010).  Structural barriers are systemic, 
deeply embedded within the organization with patriarchal foundations.  Meritocratic 
barriers are self-imposed, or self-sabotaging, limiting oneself either intentionally or 
unintentionally.  Critically, these barriers can be interrelated with many self-sabotaging 
behaviors manifesting as a result of internalizing structural barriers and societal gender 
bias.  Carli and Eagly (2016) argued that while popular, the glass ceiling insufficiently 
describes the experiences women face throughout their careers.  They described them: 
The image of a ceiling suggests that women face few challenges prior to reaching 
that penultimate level and that the path to further advancement is blocked for all 
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women.  The glass composition of the ceiling creates an impression that the 
obstacles women face are invisible and undetectable until the last moment when 
women bump into it and are denied further advancement. (Carli & Eagly, 2016, p. 
516)  
This is critical as barriers are often normalized or denied (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010).  
Instead, Carli and Eagly (2016) offered a labyrinth as a metaphor to explain the 
challenges and barriers women face in pursuing career advancement.  The labyrinth 
implies that women face challenges throughout the whole of their careers, not just at a 
single point, and that while difficult, success is not impossible.  Regardless of the term 
used to understand and explore lack of gender parity in leadership roles, it is critical to 
understand that multiple pervasive barriers exist and impact women’s career 
advancement. 
Systemic Barriers 
 There are many structural barriers imbedded within an organization that result in 
underrepresentation.  Historically, women were primarily restricted to roles that mirrored 
responsibilities carried out in the home, such as administrative work, cleaning, nursing, 
and education.  As women entered the workforce, these same role expectations 
transitioned to the workforce (Bishu et al., 2019; Eagly, 2007; Eagly & Wood, 2012; 
Holman, 2017).  Occasionally, women benefit from gender stereotypes, such as situations 
involving traditionally female roles (Eagly, 2007; Holman, 2017).  In the public sector, 
women “running for a stereotypically feminine office such as a clerk, secretary, or a 
position associated with education . . . can advantage women” (Holman, 2017, p. 288).  
However, as observed by Eagly (2007), most of the time, gender stereotypes are not to 
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women’s advantage.  Eagly further noted that male leaders do not encounter the same 
challenges as female leaders.  The ICMA noted that while women work in government at 
comparative levels of men, they do not rise to management positions at the same rate 
(Antil et al., 2014).    
The landmark Civil Rights Act of 1967 saw the beginning of legislative protection 
against gender discrimination.  Despite this, women continued to face structural barriers 
rooted in gender bias, stereotypes, and the maintenance of patriarchal social structures.  
Examples such as environments limited to males, pressure to appear as a man by 
eliminating feminine qualities, intolerance of maternity leaves, and lack of work-life 
balance served as powerful structural barriers impeding action to networks and career 
advancement (Brescoll, 2016; Capron, 2014; Demaiter & Adams, 2009).  Additionally, 
the ICMA (2014) noted that over 60% of women in their Status of Women in the 
Profession research indicated they had received “other treatment or comments by a 
commissioner/council member. . . felt to be inappropriate or disrespectful” at least once 
in their career (Antil et al., 2014, p. 11).  As summarized by Eagly (2007), research has 
consistently shown gender bias to exist in organizations, resulting in a widening gender 
pay gap, difficulty promoting, and perpetuation of further gender bias.  Indeed, what was 
not visible before was suddenly even more apparent.  Recent family-friendly legislation 
has been enacted to protect against pregnancy discrimination, minimize the gender pay 
gap, and offer job protection while on maternity leave or leave for attending school 
events (Guy & Fenley, 2013).   
While these legal protections mandated the destruction of glass ceilings, less 
conspicuous practices came into play (Guy & Fenley, 2013).  Glass ceilings, which once 
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represented the highest level a woman could promote to within an organization, were 
replaced with glass cliffs.  Female executives are often promoted to roles in which there 
is a high risk of failure (Brands & Fernandez-Mateo, 2017).  This practice is known as a 
glass cliff; there is an appearance of advancement, but it comes with risk to personal 
reputation and career success.  Sneed (2007) described glass walls as barriers that funnel 
women into departments and roles that are less desirable, preventing access to other 
desirable areas.  Riccucci (2009) described an example of this phenomenon in the federal 
government where women were primarily staffed in departments focused on education, 
health and human services, housing, and treasuring, whereas men worked in 
transportation, defense, and security.  Further, Riccucci noted that in departments where 
there are higher numbers of minorities employed, they are primarily in lower level 
positions.   
Further, within the public sector, women face structural barriers in the form of 
prejudice from voters, candidate selection processes, and competing priorities from a 
spouse’s career (Holman, 2017).  Bishu et al. (2019) asserted that public administration 
graduate programs perpetuate these barriers by teaching organizational theory through a 
gender-neutral lens.  Consequently, this makes gender differences and impacts invisible, 
and thus, new public administrators cannot address the issues and may even perpetuate a 
lack of social equity. 
These barriers are not always as obvious and overt as they were prior to anti-
gender discrimination legislation.  Ibarra, Ely, and Kolb (2013) pointed to second-
generation gender bias, not overt exclusion, as the culprit in the modern-day workforce.  
Over time, the failure to recognize overt or subtle barriers can take its toll through a 
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failure to act and a perpetuation of behaviors and impacts, such as a lack of diverse 
workforces, small talent pools, gender discrimination, and sexual harassment.  In many 
cases, these external barriers can be internalized within women, manifesting as internal 
barriers or self-sabotaging behaviors.  
Critically, women face more barriers to advancement than men (Carli & Eagly, 
2016).  These structural barriers are substantial, pervasive, and rooted in gender bias.  
Despite the prevalence of these barriers, they are not the only barriers that can inhibit 
career progression of women.  
Self as Barrier: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Another powerful barrier exists within one’s self, regardless of gender.  
Individuals can limit themselves, both consciously and subconsciously.  These self-
sabotaging behaviors are powerful barriers to advancement (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 
2018; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003).  Self-sabotaging is defined as “the 
undermining of and resulting damage or destruction to personal and professional integrity 
and credibility caused by one’s self” (Ryder & Briles, 2003, p. 169).  Understanding how 
one’s thoughts and actions can impact career advancement is a powerful self-awareness 
strategy.  Without this awareness, an individual may continue to inadvertently sabotage 
their own success, many times under the guise of good intention.  Critically, self-
awareness of self-sabotaging tendencies is important for women leaders so they can 
eliminate these barriers, as well as for organizations to increase awareness.  
Theoretical Foundations 
 Multiple disciplines and theories served as theoretical foundations for this study, 
including gendered organizations (Acker, 1990) and social role theory (Eagly & Steffen, 
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1984).  These theories provided a foundation, enabling a deeper understanding of the 
context in which underrepresentation of female leaders occurs.  
Gendered Organizations 
Acker (1990) introduced the concept of gendered organizations, asserting that 
organizations are not gender neutral as previously assumed.  Instead, she argued that 
“gender is difficult to see when only the masculine is present.  Since men in organizations 
take their behavior and perspectives to represent the human, organizational structures and 
processes are theorized as gender neutral” (Acker, 1990, p. 142).  Researchers agree that 
masculine bias and foundations exist within organizations, including government (Bishu 
et al., 2019; Guy, 2017).  Bishu et al. (2019) added that attempts to present organizations 
as gender-neutral perpetuate male bias and patriarchal foundations, encouraging 
individuals to be blind to the root cause of social inequities in organizations.  This is 
problematic, as gender bias and barriers to representation become institutionalized.  For 
example, images of professionalism are often based in masculine ideals (Bishu et al., 
2019; Guy, 2017).  Acker (1990) further defined the abstract worker to work in perceived 
gender-neutral organizations.  This version of the worker ignores the humanity of a 
person, envisioning the worker as always available for work, perpetually producing, and 
with no external conflicts.  Tensions between work and home roles are born primarily by 
women trying to adhere to the image of the abstract worker (Bishu et al., 2019; Eagly, 
1987).  This creates a double bind in which women narrowly balance all responsibilities 
and fit within masculine ideals of leadership (Brescoll, 2016).  Acker (1990) described it 
aptly, noting that “the concept of a universal worker excludes and marginalizes women 
who cannot, almost by definition, achieve the qualities of a real worker because to do so 
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is to become like a man” (p. 150).  Indeed, if women were to succeed, it would be done in 
a patriarchal environment built on male privilege. 
Social Role Theory 
Social role theory serves as a lens to explore how gender stereotypes manifest in 
the work environment.  Eagly and Wood (2012) asserted, “Sex differences and 
similarities in behavior reflect gender role beliefs that in turn represent people’s 
perceptions of men’s and women’s social roles in the society in which they live” (p. 459).  
These expectations often originate from personal observations seen at home, in the 
workplace, and in the media (Geena Davis Institute, n.d.; Koenig & Eagly, 2014).  
Critically, these stereotypes create expectations of how women should behave at home 
and at work.  Dissonance occurs when these expectations are violated (Eagly & Steffen, 
1984; Montgomery, 2019; Ryder & Briles, 2003). 
Public sentiment believes women are more emotional than men (Brescoll, 2016).  
Guy (2017) acknowledged emotions are not attributed exclusively to male or females, yet 
cultural norms create expectations that they are gender specific.  In the workplace, gender 
dissonance can occur when women demonstrate emotions such as anger or pride, as this 
is expected for men but not women (Brescoll, 2016).  While these emotions are expected 
and rewarded in men, women who display anger and pride or engage in self-promotion 
are penalized (Brescoll, 2016; Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012).  These 
contradictions create a double standard for women, reinforce the patriarchal structures in 
organizations and roles, and negatively impact their ability to advance in the organization 
(Rudman et al., 2012).  Brescoll (2016) identified the crux of the issue, stating, “In 
essence, women leaders may have difficulty exercising power in that they cannot display 
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the primary emotions that convey power (i.e., anger and pride) without incurring 
penalties” (p. 423).  In government, this phenomenon is compounded in that women are 
also penalized for perceptions of lacking communality, and in some cases, more so than 
for agentic behavior (Hall & Donaghue, 2013). 
Moreover, the gendering of industries occurs in which women and men are 
commonly funneled into fields based on gender attributes.  Women are often 
concentrated in fields such as education, social services, healthcare, and energy, whereas 
men are commonly found in transportation and public safety (Guy, 2017).  Further, the 
masculine characterization of leadership roles is embedded within the culture.  Eagly 
(2007) noted that women are at a disadvantage in pursuing these types of roles.  Research 
notes an exception: that women often benefit when they participate in fields or roles that 
are stereotypically feminine (Holman, 2017).  Moss-Racusin, Phelan, and Rudman (2010) 
noted that men also experience consequences when they violate gender role stereotypes; 
however, backlash toward women “interferes with women’s professional success and is 
thus an obvious impediment to gender equality” (p. 142).  In these ways, social role 
theory, or the expectations of how genders should behave in the workplace, has critical 
implications for the ability for women to succeed and advance within organizations. 
Theoretical Framework: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
These theoretical foundations provide context for the gender bias and barriers 
embedded within organizations.  They become the landscape for which barriers manifest 
and limit the career advancement of women.  Using a theoretical framework provides a 
context in which the research questions are used (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  This 
study explored self-sabotaging behaviors, a self-limiting barrier, to understand reasons 
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for underrepresentation of female county government executives.  This exploration was 
conducted using the nine domains of women’s personal power (Table 3).  The theoretical 
framework was adapted from In Her Power: Reclaiming Your Authentic Self (Lerner, 
2012) and The SeXX Factor: Breaking the Codes that Sabotage Personal and 
Professional Lives (Ryder & Briles, 2003).   
 
Table 3. Nine Domains of Women’s Personal Power Theoretical Framework 
Nine Domains of Women’s Personal Power Theoretical Framework 
Self-sabotaging behavior 
Related domain of women’s  
personal power 
1. Thinking too small 1. Recognizing women’s unique destiny 
2. Fear and worry 2. Constructive preparation 
3. Misundertanding one’s self 3. Owning all of one’s self 
4. Dishonesty 4. Honest self-expression 
5. Holding back 5. Acting with confidence 
6. Lack of self-reflection 6. Cultivating self-intimacy 
7. Isolating 7. Building a Power web 
8. Disempowering other women 8. Inspiring other women 
9. Infusing sex/gender role confusion in the 
workplace 
9. Embracing one’s sexuality 
Note. Adapted from In Her Power: Reclaiming Your Authentic Self, by H. Lerner, 2012 (New 
York, NY: Atria Paperback); and The SeXX Factor: Breaking the Codes that Sabotage Personal 
and Professional Lives, by M. Ryder and J. Briles, 2003 (Fair Hills, NJ: New Horizon Press). 
 
 
This framework presents a dichotomy of self-sabotaging behaviors and 
empowering behaviors to counteract the consequences of the barriers that women create 
for themselves.  Despite how profuse and pervasive systemic barriers are within 
organizations, they are not the only type of barrier than can negatively impact women’s 
career advancement.  Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) acknowledged that while both men 
and women limit themselves, women face unique barriers and different challenges.  
Women can unintentionally hinder their career advancement using any of the nine self-
sabotaging behaviors.  Indeed, these self-limiting behaviors take shape in familiar vices 
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and challenges such as busyness (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; Demaiter & Adams, 2009), 
negative self-talk (Brown, 2012), holding back from promotions (Barrett & Greene, 
2017), and automatically fulfilling gender-specific roles in the office.  These behaviors 
sometimes occur as a way to avoid negative feelings (Selby et al., 2011).  Self-sabotaging 
behaviors such as negative self-talk (Brown, 2012), rejection of gendered norms 
(Sandberg, 2013), and busyness (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; Demaiter & Adams, 2009) 
perpetuate challenges of gendered organizations, shame, societal role expectations, 
personal mindset, and self-efficacy.  The theoretical framework used for this study 
describes the nine self-sabotaging behaviors, including thinking too small, fear and 
worry, misunderstanding oneself, dishonesty, holding back, not taking time for self-
reflection, isolation, disempowering other women, and infusing sex/gender role confusion 
in the workplace.  The corresponding domains of personal power are explored later in 
Chapter II. 
Thinking Too Small 
Both males and females struggle with confidence; however, it is of particular 
concern for women who are often plagued with self-doubt (Kay & Shipman, 2014; 
Lerner 2012).  Lerner (2012) defined confidence as “the ability to show up for all that 
happens in life: the struggles and the successes” (p. 75).  This self-doubt is rooted in 
perfectionism (Brown, 2007; Kay & Shipman, 2014), and is not necessarily a lack of 
competence.  Today, women are highly educated and earn more bachelor’s degrees than 
men (Day, 2019).  Importantly, Kay and Shipman (2014) found that success is more 
closely related to having confidence than displaying competence.  Self-doubt and 
minimizing one’s value can also have serious consequences.  Failure to take credit for 
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accomplishments can result in failure to build confidence (Kay & Shipman, 2014).  
Instead of acknowledging growth, women fail to see their qualifications.  This impact is 
compounded as women wait to apply for a new role until they feel they have all of the 
qualifications while men will apply even if they do not meet the requirements (Barrett & 
Greene, 2019; Kay & Shipman, 2014).  This is not to say that men do not doubt 
themselves; however, men do not allow it to hold themselves back (Kay & Shipman, 
2014).   
Thinking too small also takes shape through the language women use.  The use of 
minimizing language when talking about oneself undermines credibility and is a popular 
topic in modern, professional business resources (Humphrey, 2018; Kersey, 2019; 
Lublin, 2018; Marcus, 2011).  Using the word “just” when describing one’s actions, role, 
or accomplishments undermines the individual, conveying a lack of confidence and 
power.  This type of language can present with false modesty (Humphrey, 2018) and 
undermines others’ confidence in a person (Marcus, 2011)—a critical component of 
effective leadership.  Minimizing language and self-defeating mindset is observed in 
successful women from business and government, despite their obvious accomplishments 
and impact (Kay & Shipman, 2014). 
Thinking too small impacts women at the top of the organization as well.  The 
spotlight is focused on the few women in the most senior roles in the organization.  
Under this attention, many women become overly cautious and focused on the details 
(Ibarra et al., 2013), ultimately losing sight of the big picture and missing opportunities 
for innovation.  In the public sector, thinking too small can impact which ideas get 
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adopted or funded (Kay & Shipman, 2014) or prevent an individual from galvanizing 
people to support their run for office (Running Start, n.d.).   
Reflection is a common way to learn from mistakes; however, women often 
internalize regret and blame themselves for the outcome (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).  
The internalized regret and self-blame can result in aversion to risk, perfectionism, and 
negative self-talk.  Critically, perfectionism narrows perspective and prevents progress 
(Briles, 2002).  The underpinnings of the formation of perfectionistic tendencies originate 
from societal and familial expectations (Brown, 2007).  Further, Ruderman (2006) 
explained that personal identities and self-perceptions created in childhood are carried 
forward in life.  These expectations can limit individuals’ self-perceptions and 
confidence, simultaneously limiting their advancement.  Further, negative self-talk can 
paralyze an individual or lead them to believe they lack power or value (Lerner, 2012).  
Consequently, this results in avoiding new experiences or pursuing advancement.  
Indeed, thinking too small has significant implications for women, effectively holding 
women back in their careers and their self-perceptions. 
Fear and Worry 
 Fear and worry are varying levels of intensity of the emotion anger (Bradberry & 
Greaves, 2009).  Fear and worry are part of the flight-or-fight response and are helpful 
during life-or-death situations (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009).  This biological safety 
response that once helped humans escape sabretooth tigers is still active in the daily 
realities of the modern work environment.  Natural, fear and worry in excess can be 
paralyzing, resulting in inaction and rumination.  Rumination is “engaging in a passive 
focus on one’s symptoms of distress and on the possible causes and consequences of 
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these symptoms” (Nolen-Hoeksema & Jackson, 2001, “Abstract”).  In addition to 
thinking about what could go wrong in the future, fear and worry can also manifest as 
rumination, causing an individual to focus on what went wrong in the past (Kay & 
Shipman, 2014).  Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) identified differences in rumination 
between men and women, noting that men often blame others for past mistakes and 
experience anger, while women internalize mistakes, blaming themselves.  They 
continued, noting that men are likely to recognize a mistake and move on, while women 
will replay the mistake repeatedly and engage in negative self-talk (Helgesen & 
Goldsmith, 2018).  Ryder and Briles (2003) likened negative self-talk to viruses, 
infecting the individual’s thoughts and self-esteem.  Research has found that women are 
more likely than men to experience rumination (Kay & Shipman, 2014; Nolen-Hoeksema 
& Jackson, 2001).  This serves as a significant self-sabotaging behavior because “women 
not only spend more time reliving their setbacks, they are more likely to believe that 
whatever went wrong was all their fault” (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018, p. 170). 
This behavior can force impression management to mitigate negative perceptions.  
Additionally, shame can take form as fear, triggering a wide range of emotions and 
behaviors from aggressiveness to withdrawal or false connection (Brown, 2006; Hartling 
et al., 2000).  Consequently, in addition to inaction and impression management, fear and 
worry can cause a person to behave inauthentically, counter to effective leadership 
behaviors.  
The imposter syndrome is another example of fear and worry.  The imposter 
syndrome occurs when a person believes they are a fraud and has immense self-doubt, 
regardless of the presence of information to the contrary.  This phenomenon usually 
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occurs in successful individuals and minorities (Nickels & Martin, 2018).  Research 
indicates that imposter syndrome significantly impacts women, and when experienced, 
can negatively impact career advancement (Hutchins et al., 2018).  Individuals who 
experience imposter syndrome engage in less career planning, attribute success to 
external factors, and experience negative psychological effects such as anxiety and 
burnout (Hutchins et al., 2018). 
Both men and women experience fear and worry; however, women primarily 
experience fear and worry as it relates to gender expectations and bias (Brescoll, 2016; 
Nolen-Hoeksema & Jackson, 2001).  Ultimately, fear and worry are rooted in societal 
expectations and concern for others’ perceptions.  Fear and worry can result in endless 
rumination instead of action or inauthenticity due to impression management. 
Misunderstanding One’s Self 
Becoming a leader requires a new mindset and identity (Ibarra et al., 2013).  
Zenger and Folkman (2013) found that leaders were more effective if they asked for 
feedback on an ongoing basis.  Continual feedback is a critical component of emotional 
intelligence as it allows individuals to learn what they should continue doing and where 
they could be more effective (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009).  Women are often evaluated 
based on contributions while men are evaluated based on potential.  In turn, feedback and 
responses to feedback take shape differently for men than for women.  Helgesen and 
Goldsmith (2018) noted that men often question the feedback provider while women 
internalize and question themselves.  Moreover, women often receive vague feedback 
(Eurich, 2019) or feedback that they are too much or too little of a characteristic (Ryder 
& Briles, 2003).  This feedback is often rooted in gender-role stereotypes or a comparison 
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to gender-biased definitions of leadership.  Women often avoid feedback to self-protect 
from unwanted identities and the challenges they face in navigating the double-bind 
(Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).  Instead, negative self-talk can replace feedback, 
challenging decisions, blaming oneself, and worrying about what others are thinking 
(Brown, 2007; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012).  While these negative 
thoughts are common, they should be acknowledged and then released or replaced with 
acknowledgement of accomplishments (Brown, 2007; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; 
Lerner, 2012).  Failure to do so ensures that misunderstanding one’s self limits his or her 
potential (Ford, 2002; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012) and ability to have 
meaningful relationships with others (Lerner, 2012). 
Compliments are another form of feedback focused on strengths and positive 
attributes.  Women who struggle to understand themselves often dismiss compliments 
and remain narrowly focused on criticism (Ryder & Briles, 2003).  Consequently, 
dismissing compliments and denying achievements present as false modesty (Helgesen & 
Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012), offering an inauthentic version of oneself to others.  
Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) identified lack of influence and mistrust as consequences 
of inauthenticity and lack of self-confidence.  Indeed, when women misunderstand 
themselves, they self-sabotage their chances for advancement and realizing their full 
potential. 
Dishonesty 
Dishonesty as a self-sabotaging behavior originates in the desire to please others 
(Hauser, 2018), often at the expense of authenticity or personal or professional benefit.  
Hiding one’s true thoughts or intentions is referred to as camouflaging and begins in 
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childhood (Henriquez, 2016).  Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) referred to individuals 
always seeking to please others as “chronic pleasers” (p. 136).  Behaving as a chronic 
pleaser has severe consequences, including having an inability to make decisions due to 
competing priorities, opening oneself up to manipulation, and being unable to take action 
for fear of how people might react (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).   
Most importantly, dishonesty serves as a self-sabotaging behavior because it robs 
individuals of their authenticity and personal power (Lerner, 2012).  Behaviors associated 
with dishonesty are prevalent among women because they have the unique challenges of 
navigating organizations rooted in male bias and conforming to patriarchal visions of 
leadership.  Women navigate a double bind in which they are penalized for behaviors that 
do not confirm to the masculine view of leadership as well as for behaving in ways that 
are nonconforming to gender role stereotypes (Brescoll, 2016).  Indeed, “women’s fear of 
backlash and their desire to avoid being penalized for gender nonconforming behavior 
has been found to explain why they frequently behave in line with gender stereotypes” 
(Brescoll, 2016, p. 423).  This concern for how one is viewed or to please others robs 
women of their authenticity and adds another unique challenge that women must navigate 
in the workplace.  
Holding Back 
Examples of holding back include when women self-select out of recruitment or 
promotional processes, withhold their true feelings or thoughts, or use tentative language.  
These acts in and of themselves are not sabotaging; indeed, it is the continual use and 
underlying motivation of impression management and lack of confidence that becomes a 
self-sabotaging behavior.  Lerner (2012) warned that when women fail to engage 
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authentically, they are unable to advance or realize their potential.  Reasons for holding 
back can center on a desire to please others, impression management, or a lack of 
confidence (Abrams, 2018; Brown, 2018; Ford, 2010; Hauser, 2018; Helgesen & 
Goldsmith, 2018).  Holding back is so prevalent in organizations that it is frequently 
covered in business literature (Humphrey, 2018; Mohr, n.d.; Weissman, 2011).  
Holding back commonly occurs within recruitment and promotion processes.  
Research shows that women are less likely than men to continue in the recruitment 
process following a rejection, which results in talent pools with fewer women (Brands & 
Fernandez-Mateo, 2017).  In government, the dearth of women senior leaders leads to a 
spotlight on those in the highest ranks of the organization.  This attention can cause 
women to be risk averse and lose confidence (Brands & Fernandez-Mateo, 2017).  
Brands and Fernandez-Mateo (2017) noted,  
Women pursuing executive roles are likely to have had direct or vicarious 
experiences with this unequal gender treatment over the course of their careers, 
and these experiences will affect their answers to this question, “Do people like 
me belong here?” (p. 409)   
Moreover, Demaiter and Adams (2009) noted that women who acknowledged gender 
inequality experienced tension in the workplace, whereas denying it or not confronting 
could function as a coping strategy.   
Outside the recruitment process, women hold back in their day-to-day behaviors.  
Two primary examples are avoiding stereotype threat and using hesitant or tentative 
language.  Women are often compared against the implicit male bias embedded in leader 
expectations (DeMaiter & Adams, 2009).  The use of words like “just” or “only” 
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minimize the speaker’s thoughts and amount of influence they have.  Influence and 
confidence are key aspects of leadership, and the use of tentative language undermines 
the trust and confidence people have in their leader.  Additionally, tentative language can 
be perceived as false modesty and serve as a trust-limiting behavior.  Apologizing is so 
prevalent in women’s speech that social media campaigns like #sorrynotsorry focus on 
ending this epidemic.  Critically, the overuse of the word sorry creates a scenario in 
which women are excusing themselves for having opinions and taking space, ultimately 
negating the value they bring.  Indeed, whether women hold back when considering 
leadership opportunities or once they have already earned the role, holding back 
sabotages success in the present and has a long-lasting impact into the future. 
Not Taking Time for Self-Reflection 
Understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses is essential to leader success and 
positive interpersonal relationships (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009; Goleman et al., 2013; 
McKee et al., 2008).  Self-reflection is a critical component of emotional intelligence, 
which is related to 58% of performance in all jobs (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009).  Failure 
to reflect on one’s emotions limits the ability to truly understand one’s own motives.   
This self-sabotaging behavior takes multiple forms, including creating busyness, 
using numbing strategies, and trying to outrun unwanted identities (Brown, 2015, 2018; 
Ford, 2010; Lerner, 2012).  Research has shown that women at the top are often trapped 
by role-model responsibilities.  Decisions that would typically be theirs alone are instead 
viewed as representing an entire gender or minority group.  Critically, this is not a burden 
that men are asked to shoulder, and it can encourage someone to act in a way that is 
expected of them by the masses instead of their personal motivations (Helgesen & 
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Goldsmith, 2018).  In this way, shame can be a powerful consideration for women, 
magnifying issues on a narrow scale based on external opinion instead of one’s own 
desires.  Lerner (2012) described that failing to recognize all parts of one’s self means 
that one does not truly understand themselves. 
The effects of lack of self-reflection are experienced by both men and women.  
Critically, failure to take time for self-reflection impacts women disproportionately and is 
therefore important for special consideration.  Women have multiple roles, often 
balancing professional and personal lives, including caring for children and family 
members.  Research has repeatedly demonstrated that women have to work harder than 
men to compensate for external barriers and balance professional and personal 
responsibilities (Carli & Eagly, 2016).  This can limit time for self-reflection.  Failure to 
prioritize self-reflection limits the ability to learn from mistakes or successes, blinds one 
to understanding their role in conflict, and lacks intentionality—an essential component 
of leadership. 
Isolation 
Researchers agree that learning from others and building networks are important 
strategies to promote career success and advancement (Brown, 2007, 2018; Capron, 
2014; Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; Coogan & Chen, 2007; Demaiter & Adams, 2009; Hill & 
Wheat, 2017).  Isolating themselves from others prevents women from getting the 
support they need.  Diverse networks that include people of different backgrounds, such 
as men and more junior women, support women in their careers.  Mentoring is critical in 
assisting women in navigating male-dominated fields and overcoming self-limiting 
beliefs (Demaiter & Adams, 2009; Hill & Wheat, 2017).  Building networks helps 
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women build confidence and creates a relationship of high trust (Capron, 2014; Hill & 
Wheat, 2017).  While female role models are crucial to eliminating the gender 
performance gap and increasing positive self-concept in women, no effect is observed in 
men (Latu, Mast, Lammers, & Bombari, 2013).  Indeed, isolation can have negative 
consequences; however, these are particularly devastating to women’s career 
advancement. 
While some organizations have special interest groups for women, provide 
training, or host networking groups, some women choose to not engage.  Reasons can 
include limited access to peer or more senior-level women, challenges with work-life 
balance, risk-aversion, and a desire to avoid acknowledging gender-bias issues.  While 
Brown (2015, 2018) discovered that connection was the primary strategy for overcoming 
shame, many women misunderstand themselves and the environment in which they 
operate.  In many cases, women deny the existence of gender-bias challenges (Demaiter 
& Adams, 2009), which may prevent them from asking for help or wanting to call 
attention to themselves.  Still, women balance traditional roles as nurturer at home with 
the demands of work.  Struggles with work-life balance can prevent women from 
engaging in network activities or prioritizing activities outside of what is necessary.  This 
presents another instance of a double bind women must navigate.  Albertini-Bennet 
(2018) found that networks are essential for women returning to the workforce after 
being stay-at-home moms, as these networks promote retention.  Critically, isolation 
serves as a self-sabotaging behavior by ensuring that women do not get the support they 
need to navigate the complexities of a male-biased organization, obtain and understand 
feedback, and realize their potential. 
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Disempowering Women 
 Women are an essential part of one’s network (Brock, 2008).  Work can be a 
stressor in an individual’s life; this is compounded for women as they are required to 
contend with stresses of work as well as any gender bias imbedded in their work 
experience.  Taylor et al. (2000) discovered that women are more likely to employ a 
“tend-and-befriend” coping mechanism instead of a male-oriented “fight or flight” 
response (p. 421).  This involves caring for those around them to protect them and 
finding support and resources in social groups.  While this may point to the tendency for 
women to self-organize to support each other in the workplace, it is not always the case.   
Research has identified a phenomenon known as the queen bee effect, which 
includes displaying agentic qualities, stereotyping other women, and isolating one’s self 
from women (Derks et al., 2016; Ellemers, Rink, Derks, & Ryan; 2012).  Harvey (2018) 
found that many women have “been the victim of either workplace bullying or covert 
undermining by a female boss” (p. 1).  Disempowering women is a self-sabotaging 
behavior as it limits women’s networks and negatively impacts their reputations (Harvey, 
2018).  The queen bee effect is commonly observed in male-dominated organizations in 
which more senior-level women are unhelpful to less experienced women (Derks et al., 
2016; Harvey, 2018).  Derks et al. (2016) argued that this is a side effect of assimilation 
strategies and a reaction to a threat of social identity, noting that the aggressive 
comparison behavior is not observed between women who are perceived as peers.  
Ellemers et al. (2012) highlighted that the queen bee effect is less about negative 
characteristics or motives of women and is instead related to whether the individual had 
experienced gender bias in the organization.   
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Women who play the role of the queen bee may experience short-term benefits by 
receiving promotions; however, these benefits are short lived as they become isolated 
(Derks et al., 2016).  Queen bees are typically the only women at the highest levels in the 
organization and, because of their behavior, have also isolated themselves from other 
women lower in the hierarchy.  Moreover, their ascension to a more senior role in 
leadership falsely signals that gender bias is not present in the organization, which allows 
for institutionalized barriers to continue.   
Indeed, “organizational bias against women contributes to the emergence of [the] 
queen bee effect” (Ellemers et al., 2012, p. 180).  The queen bee effect is also observed in 
other groups facing bias, demonstrating the pervasiveness and consequences of devaluing 
groups (Derks et al., 2016).  Ibarra et al. (2013) noted that internalized gender bias 
signals to “women who have managed to succeed that they are exceptions and women 
who have experienced setbacks that it is their own fault for failing to be sufficiently 
aggressive or committed to the job” (p. 6).  In this way, disempowering women becomes 
a self-sabotaging behavior by internalizing external barriers and gender bias.   
Infusing Sex/Gender Role Confusion in the Workplace 
 Navigating leadership roles in organizations with patriarchal foundations can be 
challenging for women.  Organizations and leadership constructs are assumed to be male 
(Acker, 1990; Eagly, 2007; Guy, 2017; Guy & Fenley, 2013; Holman, 2017).  Female 
leaders are tasked with navigating a double bind in which gender bias penalizes women 
leaders for behaving in gender-stereotypical ways as well as for embodying more agentic 
mannerisms (Brescoll, 2016; Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; Demaiter & Adams, 2009).  This 
catch-22 situation results in harsh criticism of women’s dress, style, and presence (NPR, 
61 
2015).  One example is related to women’s use of prosodic speech, such as vocal fry, in 
which the voice holds an extended low frazzle at the end of a sentence.  Other examples 
include drawing out one’s speech, or uptalk, and raising one’s voice like a question at the 
end of a sentence.  Although men are observed using vocal fry, it is women who are 
negatively impacted by its use (NPR, 2015).   
Critically, Ellemers et al. (2012) found that women who denied their gender 
identity was relevant at work were more likely to believe their gender stereotype did not 
apply to them, and subsequently continued to misunderstand how gender plays a role at 
work.  This is important as gender has implications for leaders related to performance, 
evaluations, interpersonal relationships, and promotions.  Ryder and Briles (2003) noted 
that male gender dissonance can occur when women behave outside of expected 
behaviors.  Montgomery (2019) found that men were uncomfortable discussing this with 
women, concerned that they would be challenged for noticing a woman’s body.  Another 
example relates to what Guy (2017) called “mom work versus dad work” in which fields 
are gendered, including specific roles (p. 49).  This is further perpetuated by asking 
women to perform office housekeeping in the office such as planning parties and 
arranging potlucks (Williams & Multhaup, 2018).  The double bind leaves women 
conflicted as to whether they should risk reprisal for saying no and displaying agentic 
qualities or persecution for not following stereotypical gender roles (Brescoll, 2016; 
Williams et al., 2016; Williams & Multhaup, 2018).   
Infusing sex/gender role confusion in the workplace can serve as a self-sabotaging 
barrier because it often involves contradictions, unclear answers, and confronting gender 
62 
bias head on.  Perhaps the most prominent example of this self-sabotaging behavior is the 
denial of the existence of gender bias or gender stereotype in the workplace. 
Common Strategies for Overcoming Barriers 
The movement to reach gender parity in representation in senior leadership 
positions begins with awareness.  Holman (2017) acknowledged that “there are not any 
easy answers in seeking to identify how to increase women’s representation” (p. 291).  
As noted by Demaiter and Adams (2009), tendencies to normalize barriers ensure that 
problematic behaviors and processes are ignored.  This behavior compounds the 
challenges women face in advancing to more senior-level positions.  Demaiter and 
Adams (2009) further noted that while some women “downplay the significance of 
gender,” their stories often reveal the opposite to be true (p. 48).  Ellemers et al. (2012) 
discovered that 
women who are confronted with instances of gender discrimination in their career 
while being disinclined to see their gender identity as relevant to the work context 
are most likely to emphasize that the gender stereotype does not apply to them. (p. 
180)   
Downplaying the impact gender has in the workplace is another form of 
normalization and is detrimental to an individual’s ability to mitigate self-sabotaging 
behaviors.  Ellemers et al. (2012) emphasized the consequences of denial, noting that it 
“constitutes a powerful legitimization of the status quo, women who turn into queen bees 
restrict the career opportunities of their female subordinates” (p. 180).  Further, Riccucci 
(2009) noted that many organizations use training to address gender bias and promote 
social equity; however, these programs are often discontinued during financial hardships.  
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Critically, this emphasizes that strategies are often used as tactics and activities and are 
not tied to strategic imperatives for sustainable culture change.  The ability to address 
structural or self-imposed barriers is rooted in awareness; however, while others may 
change structural barriers or assist in raising awareness, only the individuals can change 
their own behaviors.   
Learning Through Others: Mentoring and Training 
Both systemic barriers and self-sabotaging behaviors offer explanations for the 
lack of gender parity in senior leadership positions in the public sector and other 
industries.  These internal and external barriers provide a framework for understanding 
the challenges; however, there are few strategies to address the barriers.  Notably, many 
of these reasons are in response to structural barriers, which only address a portion of the 
issue.  Mentoring is commonly noted in research as a critical strategy for helping women 
overcome barriers and advance their careers (Capron, 2014; Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; 
Coogan & Chen, 2007; Demaiter & Adams, 2009; Hill & Wheat, 2017).  The emphasis 
on mentoring is because it supports personal advocacy, creates sponsors, generates 
personal confidence, and helps women navigate the contradictions of gender bias 
(Capron, 2014; Demaiter & Adams, 2009; Hill & Wheat, 2017).  Mentoring has long-
lasting impacts in women’s careers, providing support and insight, and serves as training 
so they can later take on mentor roles themselves (Capron, 2014).  Latu et al. (2013) 
identified mentoring as an important component unique to women’s career advancement.   
Training is another form of learning from others and advancing women in 
leadership is a prominent focus.  Leading companies, such as Development Dimensions 
International and Center for Creative Leadership (CCL), offer leadership development 
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content targeted specifically to address women’s advancement and overcoming internal 
and external barriers (Development Dimensions International, 2019; Martineau et al., 
2018).  Ibarra et al. (2013) argued that it is “not enough to identify and instill the ‘right’ 
skills and competencies as if in a social vacuum” (p. 4) and instead advocated for 
acknowledging gender bias and incorporating tactics into curriculum that help women 
internalize a new identify as a leader.  Riccucci (2009) observed that training programs 
are regularly discontinued during periods of financial difficulty and argued that this 
would not be the case if gender parity were considered of strategic importance. 
A New Approach: Finding Personal Power to Overcome Barriers 
Mentorship and training are valuable strategies for overcoming structural and self-
imposed barriers; however, they are not the exclusive approaches.  Finding one’s 
personal power, or having the ability to recognize one’s true self and striving to reach 
one’s potential, can also serve as an effective strategy for overcoming barriers (Brown, 
2018; Lerner, 2012).  The nine domains of personal power correspond to the nine self-
sabotaging behaviors and are used to understand the behaviors that help or hinder women 
from reaching their potential.  Focusing only on how others can help overcome barriers 
prevents women from accessing an arsenal of tools to help them reach their potential.  
Further, exclusively focusing outward undermines women’s strength and ability to help 
themselves live in their personal power.  Lerner (2012) indicated that it is up to women 
“to neutralize self-sabotaging patterns that have blocked our great fulfillment” (p. 7). 
Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny 
 Instead of thinking too small, women can recognize their unique destiny to live 
their potential.  Lerner (2012) described personal power as “being able to act from a 
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position of strength rather than react out of fear and limitation” (p. xv).  Critically, this 
requires women to develop their confidence and acknowledge they have “a unique 
contribution to make” (Lerner, 2012, p. 4).  This requires new patterns of thinking to 
embrace the vulnerability of the new and different.  Women can benefit by reflecting on 
the type of impact they want to have and defining success in this new way (Lerner, 2012).  
This can interrupt deficit thinking toward future-focused possibilities.  Journaling is 
another effective strategy to increase awareness of limiting or negative self-talk that tries 
to convince women they lack power to make an impact (Lerner, 2012).  Mindsets of “not 
enough” can manifest in tentative language that undermines women’s power.  As 
confidence is critical to leader effectiveness, Weissman (2011) suggested increasing 
awareness of tentative language and substituting weak or negative phrases with positive, 
action-oriented language. 
Constructive Preparation 
 While fear and worry are natural responses, excessive rumination can serve as a 
self-sabotaging behavior.  Discomfort and vulnerability are common responses to conflict 
and change.  While rumination can feel productive, it is not as it gives away women’s 
power as leaders and offers no way forward (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 
2012).  Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) noted that women who ruminate continue to do 
so even after they have identified a solution.  Constructive preparation allows women to 
embrace fear and worry by understanding what drives those emotions and then 
addressing the root issue.  Lerner (2012) suggested journaling and reflection as a way to 
unearth underlying causes of fear and worry.  The CCL (n.d.) offered strategies for 
leaders to interrupt the destructive thought pattern of fear and worry, including refocusing 
66 
on what can be controlled, getting perspective on what matters most, focusing on the 
present, employing humor, and engaging with others.  Critical to constructive preparation 
is to become aware of the moment when fear and worry take away women’s power and 
begin to control her.  Regaining power ensures that women leaders are in control of their 
destiny and see clearly to lead the organization.  
Owning All of One’s Self 
 Women have multiple identities inside and outside of the workplace.  Gender 
influences many of these identities, including women who take on leadership roles.  
Owning all of one’s self is the antidote to misunderstanding one’s self.  It includes 
accepting both strengths and areas for development.  Research has shown that 
understanding both strengths and weaknesses is critical for female leader effectiveness 
(Bradberry & Greaves, 2009; Montgomery, 2019).  Self-reflection and feedback from 
trusted advisors can be a valuable way of learning more about one’s self (Ibarra et al., 
2013; Lerner 2012).  Zenger and Folkman (2013) suggested asking for feedback on an 
ongoing basis, and Eurich (2019) suggested asking follow-up questions to get specifics if 
vague feedback is received.  Misunderstanding one’s self is characterized in part by 
rejecting feedback and focusing only on negative attributes.  Owning all of one’s self 
involves recognizing and then releasing these thoughts (Brown, 2007; Helgesen & 
Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012).  Lerner (2012) suggested treating one’s self with 
compassion, adopting a mindset that “if we could have done better in the past, we would 
have” (p. 63).  Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) also recommended responding with a 
simple “thank you” when receiving compliments, instead of minimizing 
accomplishments or presenting with false modesty.  In these ways, women leaders can 
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realize their potential by understanding and owning all their strengths and weaknesses.  
This ensures that they can continue to grow as leaders and behave authentically. 
Honest Self-Expression 
 Women can realize their power and achieve success when they begin to be honest 
with themselves and others.  Dishonesty as a self-sabotaging behavior is rooted in the 
desire to please others (Hauser, 2018) and concern for what other people think (Helgesen 
& Goldsmith, 2018).  This concern and moderation of behavior is often rooted in gender 
stereotypes (Brescoll, 2016).  Lerner (2012) noted that relationships suffer when women 
are not authentic with others.  In turn this can undermine women’s leadership 
effectiveness.  Researchers noted that identifying a purpose as a leader helps transforms a 
woman’s identity from gender specific to role specific (Ibarra et al., 2013).  In this way, 
she can begin to focus efforts on what is important for leadership success instead of what 
gender biases and expectations others might be placing on her.  
Acting With Confidence 
 Women who act with confidence heed Lerner’s (2012) warning to engage 
authentically in relationships and seek opportunities.  Instead of speaking tentatively or 
self-selecting out of promotional opportunities, women who act with confidence 
acknowledge that growth is a continual ebb and flow of learning and expertise.  Women 
often self-select out of recruitment processes because they do not have all the desired 
qualifications or have been rejected in the past (Barrett & Greene, 2019; Brands & 
Fernandez-Mateo, 2017).  Eurich (2019) offered another explanation for why women 
hold back, noting that women’s underestimation of how others view them, not how they 
view themselves, is to blame.  Participating in a reflected best-self exercise provides 
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insight into how others view a person’s strengths and impact, which can provide accurate 
understanding of one’s self through the eyes of others (Eurich, 2019).  Mohr (2014) noted 
that women do not apply for jobs unless they meet all the qualifications either because 
they do not understand the hiring process or because they do not want to waste time.  
Both of these reasons are rooted in a fundamental misunderstanding of the hiring process.  
Women are encouraged to apply even if they do not meet all requirements.  Finally, 
women can find their personal power in their own voice.  Instead of using tentative or 
minimizing language, acknowledge accomplishments and replace weak words with 
affirmative phrases.  In turn, this language will convey confidence, which is important for 
leaders. 
Cultivating Self-Intimacy 
 Cultivating self-intimacy is the act of getting to know one’s self more deeply.  
Lerner (2012) observed that women often do not take time to know themselves in the 
busyness of today’s world, which can create confusion about one’s true desires and 
needs.  Busyness, denial of weaknesses, and avoidance of emotion are all characteristic of 
not taking time for reflection.  In the absence of time to reflect or acknowledge emotion, 
women are unable to harness their power and grow.  Lerner suggested women cultivate 
self-intimacy by deliberately scheduling time for themselves to reflect, engaging in 
exercises that promote reflection, withholding self-judgements, and accepting emotions 
and crying.  Briles (2002) asserted that women and the media should stop playing into the 
trope of superwoman.  This myth perpetuates the idea that women should be able to do it 
all—holding a career, caring for their family, and housekeeping—all on their own.  
Critically, balancing these responsibilities leaves little time for themselves.  Cultivating 
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self-intimacy begins with prioritizing time for one’s self in which women need to give 
themselves permission to make decisions that enable them to be at their best (Briles, 
2002). 
Building a Power Web 
Isolation restricts women from valuable networks that can help them build 
confidence, self-reflect, and navigate patriarchal views of leadership within 
organizations.  The antidote to this is to build a power web of women and men who can 
help women continue to grow as leaders.  Importantly, networks do not merely include a 
large group of random people.  Failure to create a network with intentionality will result 
in a group of people who will not be able to provide support in the most critical areas 
(Hill & Lineback, 2011; Lerner, 2012).  Moreover, building a power web is not the act of 
collecting people as sponsors and advisors.  The ability to build a power web is 
contingent upon prioritizing connection and viewing it as an essential part of the job.  
Women who identify their leadership purpose shift their view of these activities and 
begin to see networking as authentic to furthering their purpose and success (Ibarra et al., 
2013).  This is imperative, especially as women are pulled in many directions and are 
often required to navigate their career while also carrying the majority of responsibilities 
for managing the household (Feeney & Stritch, 2019).  
Ibarra et al. (2013) suggested that finding sponsors and advocates can help others 
see women’s potential and serves as a mediator for those worried that self-advocacy may 
come across as boasting.  Additionally, identity workspaces can help women confront 
gender bias in a safe space, allowing them to compare notes, support each other, and 
review feedback.  Eurich (2019) also supported the use of small groups comprised of 
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“loving critics” who can provide truthful feedback in support of a woman’s success.  As 
men often hold back from sharing feedback (Eurich, 2019, para. 20), these types of 
groups are critical to helping women realize their potential.   
Inspiring Other Women 
 The queen bee effect manifests as a result of institutionalized gender bias 
(Ellemers et al., 2012).  Research has shown that this phenomenon is more about 
structural barriers women experience and internalize than negative personal attributes 
(Ellemers et al., 2012).  Ellemers et al. (2012) noted that simply promoting women to 
higher levels of leadership will not remove gender bias.  Instead, treating men and 
women equally is most likely to eliminate the experiences of gender bias and minimize 
the emergence of the queen bee effect (Ellemers et al., 2012).  It can be helpful to think 
of the way people treat others as an extension of who the individual is as a person, not 
related to advancement or specific benefits.  Hoyt and Murphy (2016) described that 
stereotype threat can lead to underperformance in women.  Interacting with women in 
ways that demonstrate appreciation for who they are can minimize the occurrence of 
stereotype threat, subsequently helping women realize their own potential (Derks et al., 
2016; Hoyt & Murphy, 2016).  Finally, helping women leaders create a new identity as a 
leader and not exclusively as a woman can help them to minimize the stereotype threat 
and move forward authentically (Ibarra et al., 2013). 
Embracing One’s Sexuality 
 The word sexuality is often taboo, and many women, in an attempt to progress 
professionally, exclude this from their identity.  Sexuality, however, does not exclusively 
relate to intimate relationships and can also refer to feminine qualities such as dress, 
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physical appearance, and tone of voice.  Embracing one’s sexuality means to have an 
awareness of gender roles and sex-role stereotypes.  Awareness can then empower 
women to own their sexuality instead of hiding it.  Montgomery (2019) found that men 
may withdraw from conversations with women for fear of sexual harassment.  Ryder and 
Briles (2003) stated that women should take leadership in these situations by initiating 
discussions.  Further, embracing one’s sexuality does not mean that sexual conversations 
should occur in the workplace.  Flirtatious or “cutesy” behavior that is acceptable outside 
of the office should not translate to a professional environment (Ryder & Briles, 2003).  
While double binds exist that penalize women for behaving in both gender conforming 
and agentic ways, women can reclaim their power by refocusing on their leadership 
identity (Ibarra et al., 2013).  In this way, women can identify their purpose, how they 
want to contribute, and the impact they want to make, instead of struggling to survive the 
complexities of the double bind.   
Finally, Williams and Multhaup (2018) pointed to the need for women to stop 
doing “office housework” (para. 4).  This includes administrative activities such as taking 
notes, scheduling meetings, and arranging birthday celebrations, as well as emotional 
labor such as smoothing things over with a client or colleague (Salam, 2018; Tulshyan, 
2018; Williams et al., 2016; Williams & Multhaup, 2018).  Rooted in gender stereotypes 
that women should be helpful, the occurrence of office housework disproportionately 
affects women over men (Williams et al., 2016).  Williams and Multhaup (2018) 
acknowledged that office housework is important for operations; however, 
disproportionately assigning it to women means that women spend more time on 
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“unsung” tasks than directly accomplishing company goals (para. 3).  To combat this, 
Tulshyan (2018) suggested phrasing responses in terms of priorities and rotating tasks. 
Embracing sexuality empowers women to reject the false choice of behaving 
authentically or achieving success.  Indeed, awareness of this self-sabotaging behavior 
and how it is entrenched in external barriers and gender stereotypes is critical for finding 
personal power. 
Gap in Research 
Self-sabotaging behaviors have dire consequences for women in the workforce 
(Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003).  This review of 
literature highlighted both external and internal barriers that limit the advancement of 
women leaders.  Sufficient research exists regarding barriers women leaders face in male-
dominated industries (Demaiter & Adams, 2009; Hill & Wheat, 2017).  Chapter II 
reviewed research related to the external barriers that prevent gender parity in the public 
sector, including works by Guy (2017), Holman (2017), Riccucci (2009), Carli and Eagly 
(2016), Barrett and Greene (2019), ICMA (n.d., 2014, 2019b), CAWP (2019a, 2019b, 
2019c, 2019d), and others.  There is a significant amount of research related to self-
sabotaging behaviors (Brands & Fernando-Mateo, 2017; Brescoll, 2011; Brown, 2006, 
2007, 2012, 2015, 2018; Capron, 2014; Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; Detert et al., 2013; 
Helgeson & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003); however, there is 
little literature focused on female self-sabotaging behaviors in county government.  
Holman (2017) noted that “women in local government are an understudied group of 
political actors in the United States” (p. 285).  Demaiter and Adams (2009) urged that 
“more attention needs to be paid to the experiences of successful women to ascertain 
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whether they identify strategies and circumstances that facilitate or hinder women’s 
careers” (p. 32).  Many researchers have agreed that barriers go unrecognized or are 
normalized (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; Dematier & Adams, 2009; Ellemers et al., 2012).  
Critically, if external barriers remain the exclusive focus of research, lack of awareness 
about other barriers to success will remain, limiting the ability to reach gender parity in 
leadership roles in the public sector.  Holman (2017) acknowledged that “women’s 
representation in local governments is not routinely documented in the United States” 
(p. 286).  Consequently, there is limited information about women in county government.  
Given the importance of women in government and the extensive challenges women 
leaders face from external and internal barriers, it is imperative to explore the self-
sabotaging behaviors experienced, the impact of the behaviors, and strategies successful 
female, county government executives used to overcome them.  
Synthesis Matrix 
A synthesis matrix (Appendix A) is provided, highlighting how the academic and 
professional literature match to the variables of this study. 
Summary 
 Chapter II presented a review of the relevant research and business literature 
related to external barriers and internal barriers, or self-sabotaging behaviors, women 
leaders experience that lead to underrepresentation in the public sector.  The chapter 
began with a brief history of women in the workplace, followed by a review of women 
working specifically in the public sector.  Literature related to the absence of women, the 
challenges they faced to enter the workforce, and the impact they have as leaders was 
presented.  Next, a review of the reasons for underrepresentation was discussed, 
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including a review of external barriers rooted in gender bias and patriarchal views of 
leadership.  The theoretical framework for this study was presented, with descriptions and 
literature to describe the nine self-sabotaging behaviors and nine domains of women’s 
personal power.  Finally, gaps in the research were presented.   
Chapter III details how an explanatory sequential mixed methods research design 
was used to explore the use of self-sabotaging behaviors in female county government 
executives in Southern California.  Specific details of the methodology including 
population, sampling frame, sample, instrumentation, validity and reliability, and data 
collection and analysis are detailed.   
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 
This study explored self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female county 
government executives, including the effects of the behaviors and strategies employed by 
the individuals to overcome the behaviors.  Chapter I provided an overview of the field of 
study, including a review of women’s history in the workplace, modern-day issues of 
underrepresentation, and reasons for the lack of parity in the workplace as compared to 
men.  The chapter also presented the research problem, purpose statement, research 
questions, and significance of the problem.  Definitions and delimitations were outlined.  
Chapter II provided a comprehensive review of the professional and academic literature 
as it pertained to women in the workplace, barriers to success, and the theoretical 
foundations and frameworks used to view this research problem. 
Chapter III details how an explanatory sequential mixed methods research design 
was used to explore the use of self-sabotaging behaviors in female county government 
executives in Southern California.  The population, sampling frame, and sample are also 
provided.  The development of instrumentations for this study is explored, including 
methods of ensuring validity and reliability.  Data collection and analysis approaches are 
presented, and limitations are examined.  Finally, this chapter concludes with a summary. 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to identify and describe self-
sabotaging behaviors experienced by female county government executives to explore the 
impact these behaviors have had on their career development.  A secondary purpose of 
this study was to identify strategies employed by female county government executives to 
overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. 
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Research Questions 
This research study was guided by three research questions that included 
methods-focused, content-focused, and combination mixed methods questions as 
recommend by Creswell and Plano Clark (2018).  Following are the three research 
questions: 
1. What self-sabotaging behaviors have female county government executives 
experienced throughout their leadership careers? 
2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female 
county government executives? 
3. What strategies did female county government executives use throughout their 
leadership careers to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors? 
Research Design 
Determining the appropriate research methodology is one of the most critical 
tasks in preparing for a research study (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Three main research 
methods exist: quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research.  Bazeley (2002) 
asserted that research methods are on a “continuum with a number of independent 
dimensions along which any particular research may be placed” (p. 2).  Each 
methodology addresses specific variables and has different purposes.  Selecting the 
appropriate research method depends upon a variety of factors such as the type of data 
used, analysis method, and purpose of the investigation (Bazeley, 2002).  When selecting 
the appropriate research method, one must be able to identify the goal of the study and 
which inquiry strategy will best accomplish this purpose. 
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Quantitative research methods focus on what can be measured, defined variables, 
and assume a “single reality” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 12).  Quantitative 
methods are objective and concerned with defined answers (Patton, 2015).  Ultimately, 
this research methodology embodies a positivist paradigm (McMillan & Schumacher, 
2010), which informs subsequent research design decisions and approaches. 
While quantitative research methods are rooted in positivism, qualitative research 
methods embody a constructionist perspective (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  
Qualitative research is chiefly concerned with exploring how phenomena work and 
understanding lived experiences (Patton, 2015).  Qualitative research methods primarily 
use language and focus on observations, stories, and experiences.  Importantly, there can 
be multiple realities because the lived experience is subjective and exists in parallel to 
others’ lived experiences.   
Some research questions benefit from quantitative and qualitative methodologies 
(Creswell & Guertterman, 2019; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; McMillan & 
Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).  Research that incorporates both designs use a mixed 
methods approach.  McMillan and Schumacher (2010) noted that this is most appropriate 
if the research question is not sufficiently answered through one research design alone.  
Patton (2015) noted, “mixed methods yield both statistics and stories” (p. 15).  Creswell 
and Plano Clark (2018) deftly articulated the partnership that occurs in mixed methods 
research, noting, “Researchers situate numbers in the contexts and words of participants, 
and they frame the words of participants with numbers, trends, and statistical results” (p. 
23).  No significance is given if one method is used more than the other (McMillan & 
Schumacher, 2010).  Indeed, this designation is determined based on the needs of the 
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study’s purpose.  Importantly, the need for multiple forms of data is increasingly desired 
to address the complexities of the research subject(s) and to inform policy decisions 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).   
For purposes of this study, an explanatory sequential mixed methods research 
design was selected.  This design begins with a quantitative design and is followed by a 
qualitative design, which is used to explore the initial quantitative data further.  Two 
integration points exist in an explanatory sequential mixed methods research design 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).  The first is at the transition between the quantitative 
and qualitative designs as the quantitative data are used to form the focus of the 
qualitative design.  The second occurs once all data have been collected and culminates 
once data from both phases are reviewed together for the researcher to identify findings 
and form conclusions.  Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) noted that the “primary intent of 
this design is to use a qualitative strand to explain initial quantitative results” (p. 77).  
Creswell and Guetterman (2019) added that the “quantitative data and results provide a 
general picture of the research problem; more analysis, specifically through qualitative 
data collection, is needed to refine, extend, or explain the general quantitative picture” (p. 
553).  This type of research design is appropriate if the variables are known, an 
instrument is available, participants are available for follow-up interviews, the researcher 
is available to conduct two research phases, and the researcher requires only one set of 
data at a time (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).  McMillan and Schumacher (2010) 
emphasized that the use of mixed methods is becoming more popular in research designs, 
as it is often the best way to most fully answer the research question.  Creswell and Plano 
Clark (2018) echoed this perspective, noting that more complex issues require 
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corroborating evidence, and this approach is “intuitive for many because it mirrors the 
types of evidence that we collect to make sense of the world” (p. 23).  
For these reasons, an explanatory sequential mixed methods research design was 
selected in order to understand best the context of the self-sabotaging behaviors 
experienced by female county government executives, including the specific behaviors, 
their impact, and strategies used to overcome the barriers.  
Method Rationale 
A thematic study was formed as a result of discussions and considerations 
regarding the topic of women in leadership and self-sabotaging behaviors.  Two faculty 
researchers and four doctoral students discovered a common interest in exploring specific 
self-sabotaging behaviors of women in leadership and the strategies used by female 
leaders to overcome self-sabotage.  The four peer researchers participated in a thematic 
study to identify and describe self-sabotaging behaviors that female leaders experienced 
throughout their leadership careers in addition to exploring the impact these behaviors 
may have had on their career development.  These researchers also wanted to identify 
strategies female leaders used to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.  This explanatory 
mixed methods research was designed with a focus on nine categories of self-sabotage 
and the nine corresponding domains of women’s personal power.  Female leaders in 
educational and public organizations were selected by the thematic team of researchers 
and each researcher interviewed at least eight women.  
Thematic consistency was created through collaboration on the purpose statement, 
research questions, quantitative and qualitative instruments, and research procedures.  
The group of thematic researchers worked individually within a single selected sample 
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population of female leaders and all used the same methodology, explanatory mixed 
methods, and interview and survey questions.  This allowed the researchers to examine 
both quantitative and qualitative methods for the phenomenon studied to increase the 
depth and scope of the study. 
The term peer researchers was used to refer to the other researchers involved in 
conducting this research study.  The researcher and her fellow doctoral candidates studied 
female leaders in the following fields: Rebecca Pianta, school superintendents; Elizabeth 
Rivas, law enforcement leaders; Tiffani Thomas, California state trial court judges; and 
this researcher studied county government executives. 
Mixed Methods Research 
A variety of assumptions build upon each other in the development of research 
methodology.  These assumptions form the paradigm worldview, theoretical lens, 
methodological approach, and methods of data collection (Creswell & Plano Clark, 
2018).  Critically, Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) asserted that researchers “should be 
aware of assumptions they make about gaining knowledge during their study. . . [as] 
these assumptions shape the processes of research and the conduct of inquiry” (p. 34).   
Today’s view indicates that there can be multiple approaches, and there is no 
specific approach for mixed methods research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).  In fact, 
mixed methods research is best served by selecting an approach based upon the specific 
research question and desired outcomes (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018, McMillan & 
Schumacher, 2010).  Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) noted that “the worldviews 
provide a general philosophical orientation to research and . . . can be combined or used 
individually” (p. 36).  For purposes of this research study, the dialectical pluralism 
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worldview was utilized because it allows for the use of multiple paradigms (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2018).  As discussed in Chapter I, a variety of theoretical lenses were used, 
including gendered organizations (Acker, 1990), shame resiliency theory (Brown, 2006), 
emotional intelligence (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009; Goleman et al., 2013; McKee et al., 
2008), imposter syndrome (Hutchins et al., 2018; Nickels & Martin, 2018), and social 
role theory (Eagly & Steffen, 1984; Koenig & Eagly, 2014).  This chapter outlines the 
use of an explanatory sequential mixed methods research design and the use of survey 
instruments and interviews to collect data.  
Quantitative research design.  A nonexperimental, descriptive research design 
was utilized for the quantitative aspect of this study.  The first step in this mixed methods 
research was to administer an electronic survey to nine female county government 
executives.  The survey instrument outlined the nine domains of women’s personal power 
and corresponding self-sabotaging behaviors.  Using a 6-item Likert scale, participants 
were asked to self-assess the extent to which they demonstrate the self-sabotaging 
behaviors described in each statement and whether the behaviors have had an impact on 
their career (Appendix B).  This approach is characteristic of a quantitative design in 
which the researcher seeks to explore a phenomenon in an objective way using numbers 
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). 
Qualitative research design.  Following the administration of the survey 
instrument, an interview was conducted with the participants to conduct a more in-depth 
exploration of the themes from the survey (Appendix C).  The quantitative research 
design identified the specific self-sabotaging behaviors and frequency experienced as 
indicated by female county government executives; however, it did not provide the 
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context of the behaviors, their impact, or strategies used to overcome them.  
Consequently, the explanatory sequential mixed methods research design was required to 
understand the research question more fully.  As noted by Creswell and Plano Clark 
(2018), this is the first integration point in the explanatory sequential mixed methods 
research design.  The qualitative research design followed the quantitative research 
design and enabled a focused investigation of the self-sabotaging behaviors identified by 
the participants as most frequently occurring.  Additionally, this research design enabled 
the collection of additional data to answer the remaining research questions about impact 
and strategies.   
Qualitative research methods are most appropriate when the researcher would like 
to more thoroughly understand how things work, to generate meaning, understand lived 
experiences, or explore cause-and-effect consequences (Patton, 2015).  At its core, this 
study sought to understand the meaning and effect of the lived experience of female 
county government executives who experience self-sabotaging behaviors.  Employing a 
qualitative research design after a quantitative research design provided the opportunity 
to expand upon the initial quantitative data and deepen understanding of the data 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).  After completing the survey instrument, the participants 
met with the researcher for an interview consisting of 13 questions (Appendix D).  The 
questions were scripted and open ended, allowing for participants to share their 
experiences and afford the research a deeper understanding of the self-sabotaging 
behaviors and their impact.   
The second and final integration point (Figure 1) of this explanatory sequential 
mixed methods research design occurred after the collection of qualitative data (Creswell 
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& Plano Clark, 2018) when the researcher reviewed all data collected to identify findings 
and conclusions. 
 
Figure 1. Explanatory sequential mixed methods research design.   
 
Population 
Patten (2014) defined a population as the group in which the researcher is 
interested.  McMillan and Schumacher (2010) expanded upon this definition, adding that 
a population is “individuals, objects, or events, that conform to specific criteria and to 
which we intend to generalize the results of the research” (p. 129).  The population for 
this study included female county government executives in California.  County 
government executives significantly impact how public services are delivered to citizens 
and the community at large (Guy, 2017).  Viewed as the people leading the “day-to-day 
operations of the community,” they are responsible for financial and personnel decisions, 
and carry out directives from governing boards (ICMA, n.d., “What does a local 
government manager do?” para. 3).  In essence, county government executives have 
direct control in how services are delivered in the areas of public safety, community 
services, health and social services, and public works, and other core community 
services.   
There are 58 counties in California that provide local and state-mandated services 
(CSAC, 2014b) through 382,204 employees (State of California—State Controller’s 
Office, 2019).  Holman (2017) noted that “comprehensive data on women’s 
representation . . . in local bodies” is lacking and representation data is not “routinely 
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documented in the United States” (pp. 285-286).  Transparent California was 
recommended to the researcher as a potential avenue for answers.  While the database 
revealed names and salary information, it did not identify gender or position.  Any 
extrapolation of the data would have been incomplete and not usable in this study.  A 
manual search conducted by this researcher revealed that within California, 18 counties 
have female incumbents in the highest county executive role.  Additional specific 
representation data on female county government executives were not available.  ICMA 
(2019b) identified that 19.8% of government chief executive positions are filled by 
women.  Accounting for one county executive or administrative officer per county and an 
executive for each county department, it is approximated that there are 405 female county 
government executives within California.    
Sampling Frame 
The sampling frame is defined as the “list of elements from which the sample is 
actually selected” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 129).  Creswell and Guetterman 
(2019) articulated the sampling frame as “a group of individuals with some common 
defining characteristic that the researcher can identify and study” (p. 140).  The sampling 
frame for this study was limited to female county government executives within the 
Southern California region, defined as Imperial, Kern, Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, 
San Bernardino, San Diego, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, and Ventura counties.  
Southern California county government executives who have roles responsible for the 
county or a county department were included in the sampling frame.  These individuals 
self-identified as having experienced self-sabotaging behaviors and have been in a 
qualified role for at least one year. 
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The specific number of female county government executives in Southern 
California was not accessible.  As noted by Marschall (2014), the lack of “centralized 
data” and difficulty with gender coding has led to an absence of information on specific 
representation numbers (p. 35).  A search conducted by this researcher to identify specific 
representation numbers did not yield results.  Publicly available information on county 
websites revealed some information related to county government executives; however, 
gender and position were not consistently identified.  The combined workforce of 
Imperial, Kern, Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, San Diego, San Luis 
Obispo, Santa Barbara, and Ventura counties equals 229,286 (State of California–State 
Controller’s Office, 2019).  Allowing for one county executive or administrative officer 
per county and an executive for each department, it is estimated there are 382 county 
government executives in Southern California.  Understanding that 19.8% of government 
chief executive positions are filled by women (ICMA, 2019b), it can be assumed that 
there are approximately 77 female county government executives in Southern California. 
Sample 
A sample is a group from which data are collected (McMillan & Schumacher, 
2010).  Creswell and Poth (2018) expanded this definition by highlighting a sample as a 
group of people able to provide data to “best inform the researcher about the research 
problem under examination” (p. 148).  Nine individuals were included in the sample, 
which falls within the range of recommended participants for mixed methods studies 
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  Individuals who comprised the sample were identified 
from the sampling frame using a purposeful, convenience sampling approach (see Figure 
2).  All study participants were required to meet the following criteria.  They had to  
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• be female;  
• work for a county in Southern California, to include: Imperial, Kern, Los Angeles, 
Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, San Diego, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, or 
Ventura counties; 
• hold an executive-level classification, with responsibility for the county or a county 
department; 
• have at least one year of experience in their current role; 
• self-identify as experiencing self-sabotaging behaviors. 
 
 
Figure 2. Population, sampling frame, and sample. 
 
Sample Selection Process 
A purposeful, convenience sampling approach was used to conduct the sample 
selection process.  Creswell and Guetterman (2019) noted that in purposeful sampling, 
“researchers intentionally select individuals and sites to learn or understand the central 
phenomenon” (p. 206).  Purposive sampling is often used to ensure the participants will 
provide substantive information (Patten, 2014) and is appropriate as “qualitative research 
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is not to generalize the information . . . but to elucidate the particular, the specific” 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 158).   
The researcher identified potential participants in each county who met the 
criteria.  Next, the researcher contacted these individuals to solicit their interest in 
participating in the study, asking for responses within one week.  This list of potential 
participants was then reviewed with faculty advisors to confirm that participants met the 
criteria.  Approved individuals were then contacted with confirmation and provided the 
informed consent form.   
This sampling selection process is designed to identify participants who can 
provide robust data for analysis.  Through this sample selection process, both individual 
participants and site selection were carefully considered to provide the most robust data. 
Instrumentation 
A sequential explanatory mixed methods research design was used for this study.  
First, a survey was administered to participants followed by a scripted interview.  
Sequencing the instruments in this order ensured that the interviews could be used to 
further expand upon the survey results.  In addition to the quantitative and qualitative 
instruments, the researcher also served as an instrument in the research study.  All 
instruments were field-tested by the researcher and another member of the thematic 
research team.  
Quantitative Instrumentation 
A 10-item survey instrument was developed by faculty and a four-person research 
team based on a literature review and the conceptual framework.  As part of the 
explanatory sequential mixed methods research design, the survey instrument was 
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designed to introduce participants to self-sabotaging concepts and behaviors.  The survey 
included nine domains and associated self-sabotaging behaviors.  Participants were asked 
to use a six-item agreement scale for each behavioral statement and completed the survey 
using SurveyMonkey (http://www.surveymonkey.com), an online survey software.  
Results from the survey were then analyzed to answer the first research question by 
determining which self-sabotaging behaviors female county government executives 
experience the most. 
Qualitative Instrumentation 
The qualitative instrumentation included scripted interviews through the use of an 
interview guide.  This approach is one of three interview variations, as noted by Patton 
(2015).  The use of an interview guide approach provides a standard list of questions the 
interviewer can use as the framework for the conversation (Patton, 2015).  Unlike the 
standard open-ended interview where consistency and standardization are critical, the 
interview guide focuses on a single topic yet allows space for the interviewer to ask 
questions as necessary based on the interviewee’s responses (Patton, 2015).  In contrast 
to the informal conversational interview, the third approach, the interview guide approach 
provides enough structure to ensure a focused conversation yet enough freedom to 
sufficiently explore the stories shared by the participant.   
In-person interviews were conducted with participants following survey 
completion.  Through the use of an explanatory sequential mixed methods research 
design, the data collected from the qualitative interview instrumentation explained and 
expanded upon the data collected from the quantitative survey instrumentation (Creswell 
& Plano Clark, 2018; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  Specifically, the survey 
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instrument included 13 scripted interview questions to address the remaining research 
questions related to the impact of self-sabotaging behaviors and strategies used to 
overcome them.  Like the quantitative instrumentation development process, a literature 
review and conceptual framework were used to develop the question items.  Additionally, 
field testing was conducted to ensure the validity of the interview guide protocol and the 
researcher’s interview skills. 
Validity and Reliability 
The integrity of any research rests in the validity and reliability of the measures or 
instrumentation used to collect data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).  Patten (2014) 
defined the validity of an instrument as “the extent that it measures what it is designed to 
measure and accurately performs the function(s) it is purported to perform” (p. 71).  
Reliability is based on how consistently an instrument provides relevant results (Patten, 
2014).  While both are important, Patten (2014) declared “validity is more important than 
reliability” because an instrument is not of value if it measures a construct consistently, 
yet that construct not relevant to the research study (p. 83). 
Validity 
The validity of the instruments was measured through three primary methods: 
development through research, the use of an expert panel, and field testing.  First, the 
instruments were developed through a comprehensive literature review with faculty who 
had expertise in gender studies and in partnership with the research team.  An expert 
panel was used to review the instruments for content validity as well as sound research 
instrumentation construction.  Three Brandman University professors of doctoral-level 
education provided feedback to the team of peer researchers on both the quantitative and 
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qualitative instruments.  Feedback gathered from this panel of experts was used to refine 
the instruments, ensuring alignment with the research questions and conceptual 
framework in order to support the purpose of the research study (see Appendix E).  
Finally, multiple rounds of field-testing were conducted by the researcher and a peer 
researcher (see Appendices F and G).  The field tests demonstrated that usable data could 
be collected to answer the research questions.  Additionally, adjustments were made from 
field-testing feedback to modify the instruments to ensure they would deliverable data 
relevant to the research questions.  
Field-Testing 
The researcher and research team conducted field-testing twice to evaluate the 
fidelity of the instruments.  Field-testing was conducted in-person as well as using Zoom, 
a video conferencing, web-based software platform.  Both field tests were conducted with 
participants who fit the population sample criteria.  Together, the researcher and a peer 
researcher met with expert faculty to review feedback gained from field-testing and made 
updates to the survey instrument and interview protocol.  Changes were integrated into 
the survey and interview protocol between the first and second field tests.   
In addition to ensuring the effectiveness and validity of the survey instrument and 
interview protocol, field-testing also provided an opportunity to validate the interview 
skills of the researcher.  The researcher conducted the second field test with an expert 
observer who provided feedback as to the researcher’s interviewing skill set (see 
Appendix H).   
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Reliability 
In addition to ensuring that the instruments would measure what was intended, the 
researcher also needed to ensure that the instruments would serve as consistent measures.  
Dual field-testing served as one measure of reliability by demonstrating that the 
instruments would yield similar experiences and collection of relevant data.  
Additionally, intercoder reliability was employed during the analysis of the qualitative 
data.  Intercoder reliability describes the rate at which two coders come to the same 
conclusion when independently rating a message or artifact (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & 
Campanella Bracken, 2004).  Alternatively, intercoder reliability could be referred to as 
intercoder agreement because the focus is on the rate the two coders or raters agree, and 
not the variance (Lombard et al., 2004).  While intercoder reliability does not safeguard 
validity, it does support reliability (Lombard et al., 2004).  Additionally, intercoder 
reliability, or the lack of the use of this method, brings into question the quality and 
integrity of the research methods (Lombard et al., 2004).  Moreover, intercoder reliability 
or agreement for subjective interpretations increases the likelihood that the coding 
resonates with other readers and coders (Lombard et al., 2004).  Intercoder reliability 
methods share the workload between coders, helping to alleviate potentially cumbersome 
data analysis processes (Lombard et al., 2004). 
Data Collection 
Data collection is a critical component of any research study.  Creswell and 
Guetterman (2019) defined data collection as the process of “identifying and selecting 
individuals for a study, obtaining their permission to study them, and gathering 
information by asking people questions or observing their behaviors” (p. 9).  Following 
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an explanatory sequential mixed methods research design, data were collected in two 
phases.  First, quantitative data were collected through a survey instrument administered 
using SurveyMonkey, a cloud-based survey software.  Next, qualitative data were 
collected through interviews following an interview guide approach.  Data collected 
through the survey instrument were used to answer the first research question, and data 
collected through the interviews addressed the remaining research questions.  
Importantly, collecting multiple forms of data serves to triangulate themes and increases 
validity of the data and findings (Patton, 2015).   
The location of the interview was determined in partnership with the participant.  
When scheduling the interviews, the researcher asked if the participants preferred to 
conduct the interview in their office or at a different location.  If another location was 
desired, a mutually convenient location was identified through conversation with each 
participant.  Partnering with the participants to identify the location of the interview 
ensured their personal comfort and minimal disruption to site operations if the interview 
occurred at their worksite.  Interview participants provided verbal consent to be recorded 
during the interview.  Data collected were not stored onsite and were located on a cloud-
based system outside of the site location.  Additionally, no identifiable participant data 
were shared with the site location in order to preserve the anonymity of the research 
participants.  These considerations are essential for the success and integrity of the study 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
Prior to data collection, approval was secured from the Brandman University 
Institutional Review Board (BUIRB; Appendix I) in which this study’s research 
methodology was reviewed to ensure that the rights of research participants were 
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maintained and that the study was conducted in an ethical manner (Brandman University, 
n.d.).  Additionally, the researcher completed a training course from the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH) entitled Protecting Human Research Participants (Appendix J).  
This course teaches researchers how to “understand their obligations to protect the rights 
and welfare of subjects in research” (National Institutes of Health [NIH], 2018, p. 1).  
Following approval from the BUIRB, survey requests and a Participant’s Bill of 
Rights were sent to participants (see Appendix K and L), beginning with an informed 
consent form.  If the participants declined the informed consent form (Appendix M), they 
were redirected to a webpage thanking them for their consideration and their participation 
in the study was discontinued.  Individuals who consented to participate in the study were 
then provided an introduction to the study and acknowledgment of confidentiality, 
followed by a 10-question survey instrument.  After completing the survey, the 
participants completed an interview with the researcher.  The interview was conducted 
in-person or via Zoom, a video conferencing, web-based software platform.  
Data Analysis 
Mixed methods research requires a separate analysis of quantitative and 
qualitative methods (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).  Creswell and Guetterman (2019) 
described data analysis as “‘taking the data apart’ to determine individual responses and 
then ‘putting it together’ to summarize it” (p. 10).  In this way, data analysis is about 
understanding and making meaning of the data.  Separate methods exist for collecting 
and analyzing quantitative and qualitative methods (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018), and 
were considered when identifying how to analyze and later synthesize the data.  
Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the survey response data and informed the 
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focus of the qualitative portion of this mixed methods study.  Specifically, the self-
sabotaging behaviors with the highest frequency response rate became the subject of one 
of the interview questions.  Qualitative data were analyzed following the conclusion of 
the interviews.  The data from the quantitative and qualitative phases were then combined 
and analyzed for findings per the explanatory sequential mixed methods research design 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).   
Quantitative Data Analysis 
Quantitative data analysis relies upon statistical analysis to make meaning of the 
data (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019).  Data were collected using a survey for the 
quantitative phase of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study.  All questions in 
the survey instrument used a Likert scale based on agreement.  The instrument yielded 
ordinal data, which were then analyzed using descriptive statistics, as is customary for 
quantitative data (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019).  These descriptive statistics included 
the mean and mode for the occurrence of the self-sabotaging behaviors.  The data 
informed the development of one of the questions in the interview guide for the 
qualitative phase and were analyzed again at the end of the data collection phase. 
Qualitative Data Analysis 
Qualitative data analysis is different from quantitative data analysis in significant 
ways (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019).  In qualitative data analysis, the researcher 
analyzes words, images, or artifacts and codes them into themes to find meaning 
(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019).  Ten interviews were conducted and recorded.  The 
transcripts were sent to the participants to verify the content and then coded for themes to 
answer the research questions.  Inter-coder reliability was employed during the data 
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analysis process with successful outcomes.  Intercoder reliability is defined as “the extent 
to which independent coders evaluate a characteristic of a message or artifact and reach 
the same conclusion” (Lombard et al., 2004). 
Interview transcripts were analyzed to answer the research questions.  Qualitative 
analysis software, NVivo 12, was used to complete the coding of themes for this study.  
Specifically, the researcher reviewed all text for categories related to the research 
question.  Interview transcripts were reviewed for accuracy and updated as necessary to 
account for any automated translation errors.  As recommended by Creswell and Poth 
(2018), categories were condensed as additional data were coded to refine naming 
conventions.  Nodes with single sources or few frequencies were reevaluated for 
uniqueness and to determine if an appropriate code was identified.  Prior to finalizing the 
node names, the researcher checked to ensure the nodes directly answered the research 
questions.   
Limitations 
Limitations are aspects of a research study that have the potential to impact results 
or ability to generalize to a broader population.  Roberts (2010) acknowledged that “all 
studies have some limitations” (p. 162), and that disclosure is necessary.  Limitations of 
this study included geography and sample size. 
Geography 
The study was limited to specific counties within the Southern California region.  
There are 3,141 counties or equivalent bodies within the United States (U.S. Geological 
Survey [USGS], n.d.) and 58 within the state of California (California State Association 
of Counties, 2014b).  The study included 10 counties in the Southern California region: 
96 
Imperial, Kern, Orange, Los Angeles, Riverside, San Bernardino, San Diego, San Luis 
Obispo, Santa Barbara, and Ventura. 
Sample Size 
The sample size included 10 female county government executives.  This number 
limited the study’s generalizability to all female county government executives. 
Summary 
Chapter III outlined the research methodology utilized for this explanatory 
sequential mixed methods research study.  Quantitative and qualitative methods were 
used in order to explore self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female county 
government executives, including the impact the behaviors have had on career 
development and strategies used to overcome the behaviors.  Using the explanatory 
sequential research design ensured the qualitative data would enable a deeper 
understanding of the quantitative data collected.  The specific methods utilized, 
population and sampling methods, data collection and analysis, and limitations were 
explored within this chapter. 
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS 
Overview 
In government, men and women are employed in similar roles, yet women do not 
ascend to leadership roles at the same rate as their male counterparts (Antil et al., 2014).  
Chapter II detailed the individual, organizational, and societal benefits of gender parity in 
government leadership roles.  This explanatory sequential mixed methods study explored 
the internal barriers, or self-sabotaging behaviors, female county government executives 
experience.  Chapter IV of this study reviews the research methodology discussed in 
Chapter III related to data collection.  Specifically, the data collection procedures and 
population are emphasized.  The methodology was designed to explore which self-
sabotaging behaviors are experienced by female county government executives, the 
impact of the behaviors, and to identify strategies used to address the behaviors.  Data 
collected through the use of the 10-item survey instrument are presented in tables.  
Participant quotes, narratives, and tables are used to present data collected from the 
interview protocol.  Together, the quantitative and qualitative data presented in Chapter 
IV address the three research questions. 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to identify and describe self-
sabotaging behaviors experienced by female county government executives and to 
explore the impact these behaviors have had on their career development.  A secondary 
purpose of this study was to identify strategies employed by female county government 
executives to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. 
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Research Questions 
This research study was guided by the following three research questions: 
1. Which self-sabotaging behaviors have female county government executives 
experienced throughout their leadership careers? 
2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female 
county government executives? 
3. What strategies did female county government executives use throughout their 
leadership careers to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors? 
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures 
An explanatory sequential mixed methods research design was used to explore 
self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female county government executives.  The 
research methodology began with the use of a survey designed to identify which self-
sabotaging behaviors female county government executives had experienced and if the 
behaviors had had an impact on their career development.  The survey instrument 
(Appendix B) was administered using SurveyMonkey, a cloud-based survey software.  
The survey was followed by a semistructured interview (Appendix D) used to further 
explore the existence of the behaviors, any impacts experienced, and strategies used to 
counteract the impact of the self-sabotaging behaviors.  Interviews were conducted in 
person or using Zoom, a video conferencing program.   
The survey instrument and interview protocol were developed by faculty and a 
four-person research team based upon a literature review and the conceptual framework.  
The 10-item survey introduced participants to the self-sabotaging behaviors and included 
a 6-point agreement scale for each behavior.  Data from the survey were used to 
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determine which self-sabotaging behaviors female county government executives 
experience the most.  The interview protocol included 13 scripted questions designed to 
understand any impact of the self-sabotaging on career development and strategies used 
to counteract the behaviors.  Field-testing was conducted on both quantitative and 
qualitative instruments. 
Interrater Reliability 
In addition to the reliability and validity measures discussed in Chapter III, the 
researcher conducted interrater reliability, as recommended by Patton (2015).  Interrater 
reliability testing ensures consistent coding between two researchers of the qualitative 
data.  Working with a member of the thematic research team, the researcher conducted an 
interrater reliability test on 11% of the data, one of the nine interviews.  Intercoder 
reliability was established at a rate of 95% or higher. 
Population 
The population for this study was female county government executives in 
California.  Responsible for the operational and administrative functions of an entire 
county or department, county government executives were defined as county executive or 
administrative officers, chief executives, or department heads.  Critically, the county 
government executive is responsible for the delivery of core public services.  California is 
organized into 58 counties that administer local and state-mandated services (California 
State Association of Counties, 2014b).  At the time of this study, there were 18 female 
county executive officers in California; however, no additional data on the number of 
other types of female county government executives were publicly available.  The 
International City/County Management Association (ICMA, 2019b) identified that 19.8% 
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of government chief executive positions have female incumbents.  Using this formula and 
approximating one executive per county department and one executive per county, it is 
estimated there are 405 female county government executives in California. 
The population was further narrowed using a sampling frame.  The additional 
participant criteria focused on female county government executives within Southern 
California counties only.  This region was defined as including Imperial, Kern, Los 
Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, San Diego, San Luis Obispo, Santa 
Barbara, and Ventura counties.  Additionally, participants were required to currently 
serve in an executive management role for at least one year and have responsibility for a 
department or the entire county.  Following the same formula used to identify the 
population, it was approximated that there are 77 female county government executives 
in Southern California. 
Sample 
The sample for this study included nine female county government executives 
from Southern California.  All participants were required to meet the following criteria: 
• be female;  
• work for a county in Southern California, to include Imperial, Kern, Los Angeles, 
Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, San Diego, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, or 
Ventura counties; 
• hold an executive-level classification, with responsibility for the county or a county 
department; 
• have at least one year of experience in their current role. 
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Participants were identified using a purposeful, convenience sampling approach 
and approved by a panel of experts.   
Demographic Data 
Nine female county government executives participated in this study.  Twenty-
eight percent of participants were between the ages of 56 and 65, and 72% were between 
the ages of 45 and 55 (Figure 3).  All participants had been in their role for at least one 
year. 
 
Figure 3. Participant age range. 
 
Presentation and Analysis of Data 
The three research questions were explored by collecting quantitative and 
qualitative data.  A 10-item survey instrument was administered using SurveyMonkey, an 
online survey tool.  A 13-question interview protocol was used for the qualitative part of 
the research design.  Interviews were conducted in person or via Zoom, a video 
conferencing platform, and lasted approximately 90 minutes.  Together, the data collected 
102 
provided answers to the research questions.  The following section presents quantitative 
and qualitative data results for each research question.  
Research Question 1: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced 
The first research question sought to identify which self-sabotaging behaviors 
female county government executives experienced throughout their leadership careers.  
The survey instrument and interview protocol used the nine domains of women’s 
personal power framework to help participants identify and explore the nine self-
sabotaging categories and associated 53 behaviors.  Data collected from the survey and 
interviews are presented in tables and narrative form. 
Quantitative data.  The survey was used to determine which self-sabotaging 
behaviors participants had experienced in their career.  The results are presented in Table 
4 and ordered based on weighted average.  Using a weighted 6-point Likert scale, average 
scores with total of 3.00 and above reflect agreement that the behavior occurred. 
 
Table 4. Self-Sabotaging Behavior Categories Experienced by Participants 
Self-Sabotaging Behavior Categories Experienced by Participants 
Self-sabotaging behavior category Weighted average 
Misunderstanding one’s self 
Dishonesty 
Fear and worry 
Not taking time for reflection 
Holding back 
Thinking too small 
Isolating 
Disempowering women 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 
3.356 
3.333 
3.095 
2.969 
2.987 
2.424 
2.378 
2.156 
1.694 
 
A clear break occurred between the top five self-sabotaging behaviors 
experienced and the remaining behaviors.  More than half a point (.576) difference exists 
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between the fifth highest rated behavior and the sixth.  This difference is the largest 
difference between any of the behaviors.  A closer look at the specific behaviors in each 
self-sabotaging category reveals the behaviors most and least experienced by participants 
based on survey responses (Tables 5 and 6).   
 
Table 5. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced Most by Participants According to Survey 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced Most by Participants According to Survey 
Self-sabotaging behavior Category 
Weighted 
average 
I said “yes” when I actually wanted to say 
“no.” 
Dishonesty 4.67 
I mulled over my mistakes. Fear and worry 4.56 
I have felt insecure towards balancing work and 
family obligations. 
Holding back 4.22 
I could not accept compliments or praise. Misunderstanding one’s self 4.00 
Avoided talking about accomplishments for 
fear of trumpeting ego. 
Misunderstanding one’s self 4.00 
I have talked down to myself. Holding back 4.00 
 
Table 6. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Least Experienced by Participants According to Survey 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Least Experienced by Participants According to Survey 
Self-sabotaging behavior Category 
Weighted 
average 
I have exhibited “girl” like behaviors such as 
twirling my hair or using baby talk 
Sex/gender role confusion 1.00 
I was not open to new experiences Thinking too small 1.33 
I have used prosodic speech or speech patterns 
(“valley girl,” uptalk, vocal fry) 
Sex/gender role confusion 1.33 
I thought why should I help other women since 
I did it the hard way 
Disempowering women 1.44 
I have dressed sexy at work. Sex/gender role confusion 1.44 
I have exhibited male like qualities that aren’t 
part of my natural personality. 
Sex/gender role confusion 1.44 
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Qualitative data.  Following the explanatory sequential mixed methods research 
design, the interview protocol was designed to expand upon the data received from the 
survey instrument.  The first way in which this occurred was a reporting of the self-
sabotaging behaviors participants perceived they experienced (Table 7).  Data related to 
the specific behaviors follow this general overview. 
 
Table 7. Self-Sabotaging Behavior Categories Experienced by Participants According to Interviews 
Self-Sabotaging Behavior Categories Experienced by Participants According to Interviews 
 Totals 
Self-sabotaging behavior category Participants References % 
Fear and worry 9 49 21.1 
Thinking too small 8 49 21.1 
Holding back 9 27 11.6 
Misunderstanding one’s self 9 25 10.8 
Isolating 8 20     8.6 
Dishonesty 8 19 8.2 
Not taking time for reflection 7 18 7.8 
Disempowering other women 6 18 7.8 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion in the 
workplace 
6 7 3.0 
Total - 232 100.0 
 
In contrast to survey responses, participants identified different self-sabotaging 
behaviors in the interviews (Table 8).  Data collected from the survey and interview were 
analyzed to identify the self-sabotaging behaviors participants experienced (Table 9).  
Fear and worry, thinking too small, and holding back were referenced the most by 
participants. 
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Table 8. Comparison of Ranking of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Between Survey and Interview 
Comparison of Ranking of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Between Survey and Interview 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Ranking 
Survey Interview 
Misunderstanding one’s self 1 4 
Dishonesty 2 6 
Fear and worry 3 1 
Not taking time for reflection 4 7 
Holding back 5 3 
Thinking too small 6 2 
Isolating 7 5 
Disempowering women 8 8 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 9 9 
Note: Behaviors are ranked 1–9, with 1 representing the most commonly experienced behavior.  
Bolded numbers represent a change in ranking. 
 
 
Table 9. Total References of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors from Survey and Interviews 
Total References of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors From Survey and Interviews 
Self-sabotaging behavior category Total % of all references 
Fear and worry   18 
Thinking too small   16 
Holding back   15 
Misunderstanding one’s self   13 
Dishonesty   10 
Not taking time for reflection   10 
Disempowering women     8 
Isolating     6 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion     4 
Total 100 
 
During the interview, participants were provided with the survey results ranking 
the top five self-sabotaging behaviors respondents identified as exhibiting throughout 
their careers.  Table 10 reflects their responses when asked which behaviors had the most 
impact on promotion efforts. 
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Table 10. Behaviors with the Most Impact on Female Promotion Efforts: Interview Question 11 
Behaviors with the Most Impact on Female Promotion Efforts: Interview Question 11 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Frequency 
Count % 
Fear and worry 
Holding back 
Not taking time for reflection 
Misunderstanding one’s self 
Dishonesty 
6 
6 
2 
2 
2 
33 
33 
11 
11 
11 
 
Participants noted how the behaviors are connected to each other and can often 
perpetuate other behaviors in a cyclical fashion.  County Government Executive E 
observed, “I think fear and worry, and holding back.  I think those two kind of go 
somewhat hand-in-hand.”  County Government Executive B echoed this sentiment:  
Fear and worry because you have that fear, that worry, life, work balance, and not 
being able to do it or not having the ability, the job skills and then maybe holding 
back.  And then I think the holding back, sometimes it’s out of that fear and worry 
and not just . . . so let them go.  Accept that promotion.  Give it a try.  Throw out 
your ideas. 
County Government Executive F emphasized the significance of self-sabotaging 
behaviors for women: 
But holding back, that is a big one for women.  Not showing up, not speaking up, 
not making your presence known, sitting in the back, that kind of stuff.  Letting 
somebody else take credit for your work, or you doing all the work and then you 
give it to them.  No, yeah, I see that a lot. 
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Fear and worry.  Data from the interviews identified fear and worry as the most 
common self-sabotaging behavior experienced.  Table 11 details the specific behaviors in 
the category of fear and worry. 
 
Table 11. Fear and Worry Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Fear and Worry Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Fear and worry behaviors 
Frequency 
Participants  Count % 
Feared looking stupid 5 12 32.4 
Felt like an imposter on the job 5   8 21.6 
Feared being rejected 5   8 21.6 
Mulled over mistakes 4   6 16.2 
Felt anxious when thinking about changing careers 2   2    5.4 
Felt out of control in an unfamiliar situation 1   1    2.7 
Resisted change 0   0    0.0 
 
The fear of looking stupid was most frequently referenced, occurring 12 times 
with five participants.  Feeling like an imposter and fear of rejection were also frequently 
referenced a total of eight times each.  Table 12 presents survey and interview data 
results.  Although mulling over mistakes was noted in the survey as the primary behavior 
experienced, it was only referenced in interviews six times by four participants. 
Fear and worry can begin rather innocuously, as described by County 
Government Executive C: “If I haven’t felt like I’ve done enough research to feel like I 
am very well founded on whatever my observation would be, I don’t usually go in until 
I’ve gathered more information.” 
However, the hesitation behind the focus on readiness is what characterizes this 
behavioral category.  County Government Executive C went on to say: “The fear of being 
viewed as dumb or kind of blundering, was holding me back.  Those were my fears.”   
 Table 12. Fear and Worry Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Fear and Worry Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants in Their Careers 
 
Number of references of 
behaviors in survey 
 Number of references of behaviors 
reported in interviews 
 
Totals 
Fear and worry self-sabotaging behavior Count %  Participants Frequency %  Count % 
Feared looking stupid 5 55.6  5 12 32.4  17 25.4 
Felt like an imposter on the job 3 33.3  5   8 21.6  11 16.4 
Feared being rejected 5 55.6  5   8 21.6  13 19.4 
Mulled over mistakes 8 88.9  4   6 16.2  14 20.9 
Felt anxious when thinking about changing 
careers 
5 55.6 
 
2   2   5.4 
 
7 10.4 
Felt out of control in an unfamiliar situation 3 33.3  1   1   2.7  4   6.0 
Resisted change 1 11.1  0   0   0.0  1   1.5 
 
1
0
8
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Similarly, County Government Executive F noted that it would often begin with 
reflective questions, but lingered creating a need for validation: 
It’s just like when you have a meeting and then you said something and then I’d 
go back, “Why did I say that?  I wish I wouldn’t have said that or why did I have 
that look on my face?  Or why did I send that email?  I shouldn’t have done that.”  
. . . I doubt myself and so maybe I obsess over it too much, and then I have to go 
seek validation from somebody else. . . . And then I mull over it.  But then usually 
I get over it because I’m like, if it was really bad, they would have said 
something.  
County Government Executive G recounted how she was eager to learn and 
would “listen intently but would never raise my hand and never share what I was thinking 
for fear that it’s wrong or it doesn’t apply or they probably know this already and I 
wouldn’t be adding anything to the conversation.” 
While many identified this behavior as having a significant impact earlier in their 
career, others described it as a reality they still contend with: 
It’s more concern of how other people see you or what you’re doing as opposed to 
what you’re really doing.  There’s always a fear that you’re not good enough.  
There’s always a fear you’re not smart enough.  There’s always a fear that you 
could be doing more.  But I think that’s what I put on myself as opposed to 
hearing it from somebody or somebody telling me. 
Rooted in a strong sense of responsibility, County Government Executive B 
described, “There’s like a silent fear though, am I doing everything I should be doing or 
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is there something more?  And then I’m looking around to see because I don’t want to 
fail in my role.” 
County Government Executive J described the unique connection of fear and 
worry with underrepresentation of women in county government and the lack of feedback 
at executive levels: 
I think as women there’s not many of us, especially in county government. . . . So 
when you fear all the time, do you have security there with that when there’s only 
a few of you?  What standard are you being held at that you may not even know?  
So you’re constantly worrying, am I good enough?  Am I doing right?  I don’t 
have time to reflect on it, so I’m constantly worrying and fearful of who’s going 
to be next.  It may not be me because nobody’s telling me if I’m doing okay or 
not.  
Critically, many of the thoughts that define fear and worry—fear of rejection or 
looking stupid, mulling over mistakes, and feeling like an imposter—are rooted in self-
image.  County Government Executive L described it as follows: 
To be honest with you, I still feel that way today.  I still question myself.  I still 
get a lot of compliments for the work that I do, and “Wow, you do so much, I 
don’t know how you do that,” and “Job well done,” but I still feel like I don’t 
know enough.  There’s so much that I don’t know.  So I don’t have confidence 
that others have in me. 
Questioning one’s worth or minimizing one’s value connects back to thinking too small.  
Often, fear and worry is connected with other self-sabotaging behaviors. 
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Holding back.  This self-sabotaging behavior had the third highest frequency in 
interviews with a total of 27 references by nine participants.  Table 13 presents the 
behaviors in this category and participant responses. 
Table 13. Holding Back Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Holding Back Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Holding back behaviors 
Frequency 
Participants  Count % 
Held back when I had the answer, question or thought 
due to concern about what other people think or their 
impression 
4 6 25.0 
Preferred not to speak up in a meeting or group 4 5 20.8 
Apologize unnecessarily 3 4 16.7 
Sat in back of room at conferences or meetings 3 3 12.5 
Felt insecure balancing work and family obligations 3 3 12.5 
Talked down to self 1 1   4.2 
Avoided criticism 1 1   4.2 
Did not reach out for help when needed 1 1   4.2 
Made inflections instead of bold statements 0 0   0.0 
 
Table 14 highlights combined responses from the survey and interviews for this 
self-sabotaging behavior category.  Referenced six times in interviews and five times in 
the survey, participants acknowledged holding back when they had the answer, question, 
or thought due to concern about what other people think or their impression.  County 
Government Executive A talked about how gender plays into holding back: 
I have I think held back in a meeting because I’m worried about what people 
would think.  I think that goes back to those insecurities.  I think for me, when 
you’re a woman and you have a strong personality at work and you feel you have 
to be driven and results oriented and you’re all about moving things forward and 
you’re passionate and you’re responsive and you like to play with processes and   
 Table 14. Holding Back Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants in Their Careers 
Holding Back Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants in Their Careers 
 
Number of references 
of behaviors in survey  
Number of references of behaviors 
reported in interviews  Totals 
Holding back self-sabotaging behavior Count %  Participants Frequency %  Count % 
Held back when I had the answer, question 
or thought due to concern about what other 
people think or their impression 
5 55.6  4 6 25.0  11 19.0 
Preferred not to speak up in a meeting or 
group 
3 33.3  4 5 20.8    8 13.8 
Apologize unnecessarily 4 44.4  3 4 16.7    8 13.8 
Sat in back of room at conferences or 
meetings 
3 33.3  3 3 12.5    6 10.3 
Felt insecure balancing work and family 
obligations 
6 66.7  3 3 12.5    9 15.5 
Talked down to self 7 77.8  1 1   4.2    8 13.8 
Avoided criticism 3 33.3  1 1   4.2    4   6.9 
Did not reach out for help when needed 2 22.2  1 1   4.2    3   5.2 
Made inflections instead of bold statements 1 11.1  0 0   0.0    1   1.7 
   
1
1
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all the things that males are looked up for, but those behaviors in women have 
different meanings, then I do think that you at times will hold back from speaking 
your mind because you’re playing the game. 
County Government Executive E detailed how she would defer to someone else 
earlier in her career: 
I often would give that information to someone else to present, like to my boss, 
thinking that, “The person who should be talking about this should be my boss, 
and so I’m going to give them the information rather than sit at the table.”  
Although participants often cited the negative experiences of holding back, four 
participants disagreed arguing (six references) that it was not always a sabotaging 
behavior.  Two participants viewed sitting in the back of the room or not speaking up at a 
meeting as a method of reflecting or showing respect for time: “I prefer to sit in the back 
and I prefer to be quiet.  I also look at it like there’s a time and place” (County 
Government Executive J). 
I do like to kind of sit back sometimes.  I’ll sit in the middle or at the back of the 
room, just kind of to observe and see what’s going on.  And may or may not 
participate depending upon mood, the content of the room. (County Government 
Executive C)  
Apologizing unnecessarily accounted for 16.7% of interview references of 
holding back.  Some participants acknowledged the negative impact of this behavior.  
County Government Executive G admitted: “I’m the first person to apologize probably to 
a fault.”  County Government Executive F explained why she stopped apologizing 
unnecessarily: 
114 
I used to apologize a lot, but then I read some article, I don’t know where I read it 
outside in the county or whatever, that said that women have a tendency to 
apologize all the time so I stopped apologizing. I was like, “I don’t now apologize 
anymore.”  Unless I truly really made a mistake, or I missed an appointment, or it 
was on me, I do not apologize. 
While some participants viewed apologizing unnecessarily as a negative, others 
saw it as a strategy for managing tension and relationships.  County Government 
Executive J explained: “I think I’m very apologetic in advance.  I think that’s a strategy I 
use because I’m going to make mistakes.  I may misunderstand something and let 
everyone know I may not get this right.”  County Government Executive M felt similarly 
and described, 
I have apologized unnecessarily, just because sometimes it’s better to smooth over 
a situation rather than have someone have animosity over something that’s 
happened.  I’d rather just take responsibility for it, apologize, even if I don’t feel 
that it was 100% my issue, because I’m someone who will let it go, and it’ll be 
done for me.  I know other people will hold grudges.  I felt like that was actually a 
beneficial thing to do. 
Participants identified holding back as the third most experienced self-sabotaging 
behavior.  While the sample all noted experiencing the behaviors, not all participants 
agreed that the behaviors had a negative effect.  Many of the reasons for the behaviors 
connected back with thinking too small and fear and worry. 
Misunderstanding one’s self.  Misunderstanding one’s self was the fourth most 
referenced self-sabotaging behavior during interviews, referenced 25 times by all nine 
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participants.  Referenced 12 times by 67% (six) participants, not accepting compliments 
or praise was the most frequently referenced self-sabotaging behavior (Table 15). 
 
Table 15. Misunderstanding One’s Self Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Misunderstanding One’s Self Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Misunderstanding one’s self behaviors 
Frequency 
Participants  Count % 
Could not accept compliments or praise 6 12 50.0 
Focused on a person criticizing me 4   6 25.0 
Resistant to talk about accomplishments to avoid 
trumpeting ego 
4   5 20.8 
Did not accept parts of self that needed development 1   1   4.2 
Reluctant to seek feedback 0   0   0.0 
 
Table 16 highlights combined responses from the survey and interviews for this 
self-sabotaging behavior category.  Difficulty accepting compliments or praise was 
consistently identified as the number one behavior in this self-sabotaging category.  
Participants echoed similar sentiments questioning if they belonged or were worthy of the 
compliment.  County Government Executive A described why it was uncomfortable for 
her: 
I don’t like compliments or praise even though I need them. . . . If you sit in front 
of a room and you tell people how great I am, it makes me extremely 
uncomfortable.  I think it goes back to wanting people to like me.  Does that make 
sense?  I think it goes back a little bit to that feeling of self-worth and need of 
acceptance of a group because everyone . . . how do you feel about the perfect 
teacher’s pet?  Think back about how you’ve always felt about the teacher’s pet. 
 Table 16. Misunderstanding One’s Self Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Misunderstanding One’s Self Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Misunderstanding one’s self self-sabotaging 
behaviors 
Number of references 
of behaviors in survey  
Number of references of behaviors 
reported in interviews  Totals 
Count %  Participants Frequency %  Count % 
Could not accept compliments or praise 8 88.9  6 12 50.0  20 41.7 
Focused on a person criticizing me 7 77.8  4   6 25.0  13 27.1 
Resistant to talk about accomplishments to 
avoid trumpeting ego 
6 66.7  4   5 20.8  11 22.9 
Reluctant to seek feedback 3 33.3  0   0   0.0    3   6.3 
Did not accept parts of self that needed 
development 
0   0.0  1   1   4.2    1   2.1 
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County Government Executive E mused that the discomfort in accepting 
compliments was rooted in her childhood and organizational culture: 
When I did get a compliment, it almost felt like I had to disregard it a little bit, 
like, “Oh, it wasn’t me.  It was, you know,” versus saying, “Thank you for the 
compliment.  We were able to achieve this by,” and demonstrating how that 
happened, and then who else contributed, so still accepting the compliment.  I 
think some of that also comes from our childhood and our upbringing.  I don’t 
know if it’s just working in county government where this has been kind of a 
standard, but the compliments or praise, I think, kind of grew up in that 
organization by not really highlighting exactly what I did to make a difference, 
versus the team, and I think that there wasn’t a culture of feeling like that was 
acceptable. 
County Government Executive F attributed her tendency to downplay 
compliments to questioning her value, a behavior associated with thinking too small: 
So for the longest time they’d say, “Oh, you’re doing a great job.”  And I’ll say, 
“Oh, that’s nothing,” or “Oh.”  I liked to downplayed it, I wasn’t comfortable with 
it.  And then finally a former colleague came up to me and says, “You know 
what?  You should just accept compliments as they are, and stop trying to 
downplay it.” And he says, “It’s not a good quality that you have.”  
When asked why she downplayed compliments, she mused,  
Maybe I felt that I wasn’t worthy of them.  Maybe I felt that, I’m the one that 
maybe shouldn’t be there, and so . . . Yeah, in the role and I’m like, wow, you’re 
just happy to be here kind of thing.  
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A second self-sabotaging behavior in this category, failure to talk about 
accomplishment for fear of trumpeting ego, is closely related to not accepting 
compliments.  Participants connected this behavior to their concern for how they were 
perceived by others—characteristics of fear and worry and holding back.  County 
Government Executive A noted, 
And have you ever had people who really gloat when they get praise?  I guess it 
goes back to observers.  Have you ever been in a room where someone’s 
constantly getting the kudos, and they’re eating it up, and they’re bragging about 
it.  Are they really accepted by the group or are they the egomaniac in the room?  
So I’m always mindful of that and I think it goes back to this worry about how 
people perceive me.  And if I accept praise too aggressively or openly, I feel like 
I’m somehow showboating. 
Despite the hesitancy to claim accomplishments and fear of trumpeting ego, 
participants consistently referenced the strong desire to promote the work of others and 
recognize their strengths.  Critically, this was viewed as an important leadership 
behavior.  County Government Executive L noted, 
I do brag about what everybody else does.  Not me.  It’s what they do.  That 
works out well for the position that I’m in, because people like to be recognized 
for the good work that they do.  So I’ve been putting a focus on that. 
County Government Executive C emphasized the importance of recognizing the 
team experience in accomplishments: “I tend not to talk about my accomplishments and 
stuff as much because I want it to be that we’re part of a team.  That team is focusing on 
the win.” 
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Not taking time for reflection.  This self-sabotaging behavior was the seventh 
most referenced category in the interviews.  No behavior was referenced by more than 
three participants.  Referenced six times by three participants, not taking vacations when 
they could was the most commonly experienced behavior (Table 17). 
 
Table 17. Not Taking Time for Reflection Self Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Not Taking Time for Reflection Self Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
 Frequency 
Not taking time for reflection self behaviors Participants Count % 
Not taken vacations when I could 3 6 35.3 
Held a grudge with someone 3 5 29.4 
Hated to ‘be wrong’ 3 4 23.5 
Not allowed myself to experience “down time” 2 2 11.8 
Not allowed self to mourn losses or cry 0 0   0.0 
Kept busy to avoid being alone 0 0   0.0 
 
Table 18 highlights combined responses from the survey and interviews for this 
self-sabotaging behavior category.  Participants referenced hating to be wrong more than 
any other behavior in this category on the survey.  Despite this difference, combined data 
highlight that the top three behaviors in this category are the same.  
Participants questioned whether they had the ability to take a break given the 
demands of their executive roles.  County Government Executive L stated, 
Not taking time for vacations, I don’t take time for lunch, I never take a break.  I 
think if I did that, I’d have to have . . . I don’t think that I could do that in my 
position, because it’s so political. 
County Government Executive E talked about her growth and change in 
perception related to taking vacations: 
  
 Table 18. Not Taking Time for Reflection Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Not Taking Time for Reflection Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Not taking time for reflection  
self-sabotaging behavior 
Number of references 
of behaviors in survey  
Number of references of behaviors 
reported in interviews  Total 
Count %  Participants Frequency %  Count % 
Not taken vacations when I could 4 44.4  3 6 35.3  10 26.3 
Hated to “be wrong” 5 55.6  3 4 23.5    9 23.7 
Held a grudge with someone 3 33.3  3 5 29.4    8 21.1 
Not allowed myself to experience “down 
time” 
5 55.6  2 2 11.8    7 18.4 
Not allowed self to mourn losses or cry 3 33.3  0 0   0.0    3   7.9 
Kept busy to avoid being alone 1 11.1  0 0   0.0    1   2.6 
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 There were times when I felt like I really couldn’t take a vacation, because what if 
something goes wrong, and what if I’m not there to handle it?  And now I’m like, 
“Well, I’ll handle it when I get back.”  I’m learning more about allowing myself 
to experience downtime. 
Dishonesty.  This self-sabotaging behavior category was the sixth most frequently 
referenced during interviews as a behavior experienced by county government 
executives.  Eight participants referenced self-sabotaging behaviors associated with 
Dishonesty 19 times (Table 19). 
 
Table 19. Dishonesty Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Dishonesty Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Dishonesty self behaviors 
Frequency 
Participants Count % 
Said “yes” to things when I actually wanted to say no 5   9 50.0 
Remained silent when it would have been best to speak 
up 
5   7 38.9 
Been nice as a way to avoid confrontation 2   2 11.1 
Took sides when wanted to stay neutral 0   0   0.0 
 
During interviews, many participants interpreted the category title to mean lying, 
cheating, or lacking integrity in one’s work.  This elicited strong reactions: 
I think if anything, I don’t have any tolerance for dishonesty, and so it would be 
helping observe others and knowing I wasn’t going to conduct myself in that 
manner.  I mean, we have to hold ourselves to the highest level of integrity, 
honesty, again, back to we’re accountable to the taxpayer.  And if you’re not 
honest, then you have no career here.  I mean, people don’t trust you.  So this is 
not, being dishonest is not even an option. (County Government Executive B) 
 But here it’s work so why do I have to be dishonest?  I’m always surprised 
when people are dishonest.  It’s not that serious.  We’re at work.  We’re 
government.  Why do we need to lie about?  What are we lying about?  Either you 
say I can’t talk about it, I’m not being dishonest, or here’s the deal.  So I’m 
always shocked like, why do you have to lie?  Just tell the truth.  Keep it real. 
(County Government Executive J) 
The behaviors in this category are not related to lying to others.  Instead, the 
behaviors are more nuanced and about the tension between personal thoughts and 
behaviors.  County Government Executive A observed, 
I don’t know if dishonesty is the right . . . I don’t know if that would categorize it 
as dishonest, but maybe just honest with yourself.  To me, dishonesty means lying 
and intentionally withholding unethical behavior.  That word is a little bit 
bothersome to me. 
Participants shared conflicting views on one behavior in this category—staying 
silent when it would be best to speak up.  County Government Executive B expressed an 
appreciation for a straight talk culture: 
I’ve really been fortunate from when I first started with the county. . . to be able to 
voice concerns, opinions.  And then with my next boss, same thing would have 
just open dialogue.  And XX when we would have meetings . . . everybody agreed 
to disagree.  So we would always—that’s the environment that I grew up in here 
was the ability to disagree, to still respect each other for your opinions, for your 
thoughts, not hold it against each other. 
 Other participants viewed staying silent or being nice as a strategy for managing 
difficult situations, noting that it is not always best to speak up.  County Government 
Executive A described this: 
I can think of a lot of examples where I was nice as a way to avoid confrontation 
or where I didn’t speak my mind because I knew it would create chaos and where 
it [was] easier just to stay silent and ride it out. 
She went on to say, 
I don’t see this as a gender issue.  I see this as a work environment issue quite 
honestly because I think if you were to ask anyone who’s gone through a career 
development process or any journey or even held a job regardless of the level of 
outcome, I think if you were going to ask a male or a female this question, all of 
us would have a moment where we remained silent for self-preservation purposes.  
I think this one I have a little bit of a hard time with because I think that’s just part 
of the nature of getting to where you want to be.  Sometimes you have to get 
along with those in charge until you’re the one in charge.  Or sometimes you have 
to ride out a bad leader until the next leader comes around. 
Some participants described beginning with a wait-and-see approach: 
[What] kind of fit me, is remaining silent sometimes and then later saying, “Okay, 
I’ve waited long enough I may have to speak up.”  Then being nice.  But I would 
say that’s just a strategy in life too, just to have a certain demeanor to make things 
go more smoothly. (County Government Executive C) 
Remained silent in a situation when it would have been best to speak up.  I 
know I’ve done that, I’m trying to think of a concrete example though. . . . I can’t 
 think of a concrete example.  I know that there have been times when I’ve felt that 
something wasn’t right, but other people felt that that was the best course of 
action, and so I’ve not said anything, and said basically, let’s try and see how it 
works out. (County Government Executive M) 
Despite ranking sixth in interviews, dishonesty was ranked as the second most 
experienced behavior in the survey.  Table 20 highlights combined responses from the 
survey and interviews for this self-sabotaging behavior category.  Regardless of the 
change in ranking, the most experienced behavior remained the same: saying “yes” to 
things when I wanted to say no.  Participants frequently talked about the demands placed 
on them to attend public events.  County Government Executive G described this: 
I kept saying yes because I thought it was a career ending decision to turn down a 
job assignment.  If you are not present at those events for those supervisors, when 
they don’t see you, it’s because you’re not supporting them, it’s the fear . . . that if 
you’re not seen, somebody else is and they can readily step into those shoes.  So if 
your goal was to work in this area, but you’re not at every event for them, then 
you’re not part of their support. 
Participants often discussed saying “yes” when wanting to say no with 
resignation, viewing it as part of the job.  Despite interfering with work/life balance, it 
was noted that this behavior did not have a negative impact on their career development.  
Alternatively, participants viewed saying “no” in these situations as more detrimental.  
County Government Executive F explained, 
So you have to show up, you have to do things that . . . You have to go to a lot of 
events.  You have to attend meetings, things that you don’t want to really do or   
 Table 20. Dishonesty Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Dishonesty Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Dishonesty self-sabotaging behaviors 
Number of references 
of behaviors in survey  
Number of references of behaviors 
reported in interviews  Totals 
Count %  Participants Frequency %  Count % 
Said “yes” to things when I actually wanted to say no 8 88.9  5 9 50.0  17 47.2 
Remained silent when it would have been best to 
speak up 
4 44.4  5 7 38.9  11 30.6 
Been nice as a way to avoid confrontation 3 33.3  2 2 11.1  5 13.9 
Took sides when wanted to stay neutral 3 33.3  0 0   0.0  3   8.3 
 
1
2
5
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you’re the one going in there to be the sacrificial lamb, and that happens.  And 
then, you know what, if you tell me that that’s what’s going to happen.  Okay, it 
doesn’t I mean I want to do it, but if you didn’t say yes, you wouldn’t get another 
chance.  Well, you can’t move up by not, like you have to say yes to things when 
you want to say no, then you have to. 
County Government Executive M described how she integrates it into her life: 
I’ve done media interviews shopping, and, you know. I’ve had supervisors call 
me about something, and you’re instantly, you’re working.  I would say you just 
have to take that and not let it interrupt your entire time.  Get whatever it is 
finished and done, and move on from it.  I don’t know, that is very true.  I do 
check my emails when I’m off, just because stuff happens.  If my phone rings and 
it’s a work number, I’m going to answer it.  If the supervisor texts me when I’m 
off, because they need something, I’m going to take care of it.  That is very true.  
It is hard to be off when you’re off. 
Participants also disagreed about staying silent when it would have been best to 
speak up.  Referenced seven times by five participants during interviews, some discussed 
the experience of staying silent.  County Government Executive L described the 
intersection of gender and developing confidence she experienced earlier in her career: 
Yeah, and I’m trying to get my foothold in here just for acceptance, just for being 
a woman and being accepted in this workplace.  So trying to be cautious, and 
making sure that if I say anything, that it should be right, so that they would rather 
look at me as, “Yes, she deserves a place here because she knows what she’s 
talking about,” rather than coming across as, “That was wrong.” . . . Early in my 
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career, I didn’t yet have that confidence.  What did I see?  I may have seen a 
couple of things where I thought that they were going in the wrong direction, and 
I didn’t say anything.  I think it was primarily because of experiences where my 
opinion had been disregarded in the very beginning.  
Some participants viewed it as a business strategy and not as a self-sabotaging 
behavior: 
But I pick my battles very carefully.  So I can think of lots of situations 
throughout my career path where I haven’t said what I’ve really been thinking 
because it just wouldn’t go well.  One, the person’s not open to hearing it, the 
timing isn’t right sometimes and sometimes for your own self-preservation, you 
just don’t want to be the one that pulls that trigger. (County Government 
Executive A) 
County Government Executive M offered an alternative view, describing saying 
“yes” when wanting to say “no” as a strategy for finding new opportunities for growth: 
I would actually say I’ve said yes to things when I actually wanted to say no, but 
that’s probably had a positive impact on career development.  Sometimes we want 
to say no because we’re uncomfortable, we feel like we might fail.  There’s a lot 
of things that would make you want to say no to a project, and yet, because I have 
that natural instinct to want to please, I usually say yes.  I think a lot of that has 
been positive for my career development. 
Dishonesty was the self-sabotaging category with the most disagreement between 
participants.  All participants expressed dishonesty in the form of lying as negative; 
however, many explored the nuances of being dishonest with one’s self.  In this scenario, 
128 
some participants extolled the virtues of always talking straight and others acknowledged 
the need to be strategic when choosing to speak up or stay silent.   
Isolating.  This self-sabotaging behavior category was referenced 20 times by 
eight participants making it the fifth most experienced according to interviews.  Table 21 
highlights the frequency of references by participants.   
 
Table 21. Isolating Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Isolating Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Isolating self self-sabotaging behaviors 
Frequency 
Participants Count % 
Afraid to reach out to people I don’t know 2 7 50.0 
Felt guilty for taking too much of people’s time 3 3 21.4 
Unaware of types of support needed to move ahead 1 3 21.4 
Relied exclusively on female mentors 1 1   7.1 
Relied only on networking upstream 0 0   0.0 
 
Table 22 highlights combined responses from the survey and interviews for this 
self-sabotaging behavior category.   
Feeling guilty for taking too much of people’s time was referenced by the most 
participants (three).  County Government Executive M described curbing her enthusiasm: 
Have I felt guilty for taking up too much of people’s time?  I have had that.  
Sometimes I get really enthusiastic about a project, and I may call together some 
folks and talk about it, and I will feel like maybe I’ve taken up too much of their 
time.  They’re always very polite and tell me that I didn’t.  You still have that  
thought process that they may not have the same enthusiasm for your project that 
you do.  I have had that happen.  I try to be mindful of that. 
 
 Table 22. Isolating Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Isolating Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
 
Number of references of 
behaviors in survey  
Number of references of behaviors 
reported in interviews  Totals 
Isolating self self-sabotaging behaviors Count %  Participants Frequency %  Count % 
Afraid to reach out to people I don’t know 2 22.2  2 7 50.0  9 37.5 
Unaware of types of support needed to move 
ahead 
4 44.4  1 3 21.4  7 29.2 
Felt guilty for taking too much of people’s 
time 
2 22.2  3 3 21.4  5 20.8 
Relied exclusively on female mentors 1 11.1  1 1   7.1  2   8.3 
Relied only on networking upstream 1 11.1  0 0   0.0  1   4.2 
 
1
2
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County Government Executive F indicated the need to overcome this self-
sabotaging behavior: 
I think earlier in the career I would feel guilty for taking too much of people’s 
time just because I felt I wasn’t worthy enough to take up their time or maybe 
what I had to say was not important.  So I’d always feel guilty bugging the boss 
so to speak, right?  I got over that too.  You have to get over this stuff.  
Others defined their roles as operating independently and felt expectations for 
them to do so.  County Government Executive C saw her independence as an asset, but 
reflected on the unintended consequences in her interview: 
Some of my peers spent a lot of time in their [the managers’] offices, I don’t.  I’ve 
asked myself that even as recently as now going, “Okay, why don’t I do that?”  I 
have this impression of this role that it should be fairly independent and 
autonomous because otherwise then you don’t need me. . . . But on the other 
hand, do I need to do more networking with them so they have a sense of comfort 
and familiarity with me that makes them . . . It’s kind of a shorthand to getting 
things done and we just know each other better.  Because I do think there is value 
to that.  I probably don’t do that as well as I should. 
The least referenced behavior in this category was relying exclusively on female 
mentors.  Only one participant (County Government Executive E) referenced this 
behavior and believed that the reason for this was due to the prevalence of women in her 
field: “I don’t know if some of that is because of just the field I’m in, where you don’t 
have as much access to, or I haven’t had as much access to men as if I was in another 
industry.” 
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Others shared that they had been mentored by both men and women; however, 
men were most commonly identified as mentors.  County Government Executive C 
explained: “That has been kind of an ebb and flow over my career.  I’ve had a lot of male 
mentors and I’ve had some female mentors, more male than female.”  
County Government Executive A had both men and women mentors in her career; 
however, the majority were female.  She highlighted the empowering benefit: 
I’ve always been attracted to strong women leaders, successful women.  And so I 
naturally tended to align myself with women in leadership positions, and they 
naturally wanted a mentor and they wanted to advocate.  I think women in 
leadership at least in my experience is that they’re always looking out for the next 
generation, wants to be leaders in positions.  There’s definitely a cluster there. 
The self-sabotaging behavior category of isolating included five behaviors.  The 
most frequently referenced behaviors were being afraid to reach out to new people and 
feeling guilty for taking up too much of people’s time.  While participants had different 
experiences, their reasons for engaging in isolating behaviors were connected to 
behaviors associated with fear and worry, holding back, and thinking too small. 
Thinking too small.  Although thinking too small was not identified as one of the 
top self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by county government executives, one specific 
behavior within the category was referenced in interviews more than any of the 53 
behaviors.  Minimizing one’s value is an example of this behavioral category and was 
referenced by eight participants a total of 20 times throughout the interviews (Table 23).   
 Table 23. Thinking Too Small Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Thinking Too Small Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
 
Number of references of 
behaviors in survey  
Number of references of behaviors 
reported in interviews  Totals 
Thinking too small self-sabotaging behaviors Count %  Participants Frequency %  Count % 
Blamed others for why things weren’t going 
well 
1 11.1  4   6 13.6    7 11.7 
Minimized one’s value (“I’m just a…”) 5 55.6  8 20 45.5  25 41.7 
Did not have courage to step outside of 
comfort zone 
1 11.1  6   8 18.2    9 15.0 
Not open to new experiences 4 44.4  1   6 13.6  10 16.7 
Made perfectionism the standard 5 55.6  3   4   9.1     9 15.0 
 
1
3
2
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One reason for thinking too small was a lack of representation.  County 
Government Executive J described that “it’s not something when you work the program 
that you even aspire to because you don’t see yourself in it.  So nobody looks like you so 
you’re like, I’m going to just be maybe a manager.”  County Government Executive B 
said the following: 
I would never envision that one day I would be the director of XX agency.  That 
was never a plan.  I always like to think of my career path as a series of accidental 
events and interventions along the way.  For me as a female saying, “Oh, one day 
I’m going to lead . . . the largest county department and this is what I’m going to 
do.”  That was never a thought.  So for me, thinking too small as far as career 
development and my own skills, it was never natural for me to think I had the 
skills to move on in my career path.  
County Government Executive L noted that she was satisfied to simply have 
overcome external barriers at a time when women were not represented in the 
organization:   
When I first started I wasn’t thinking big. I never thought that I’d be at the level 
that I am at today, and it wasn’t something that I was striving to do.  So to your 
point of thinking small, probably wasn’t thinking big.  I was satisfied to have 
made that accomplishment just to enter into that field. 
Other participants questioned their worth, wondering if they had a right to speak 
up or be seen.  County Government Executive C explained doubts she grappled with 
early in her career: 
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But then was having the confidence to say, “Does my contribution really have 
value?  Does the way that I approach this analysis, which is very kind of nerdy in 
a way or scientific, is it just silly?  Are people going to think I’m just ridiculous?”  
My confidence would put me in a smaller box and I wouldn’t always say things 
out loud. 
These doubts were echoed by County Government Executive F: 
I think all women experience it.  When you’re sitting at a table and you think, 
“Well, should I say something?  Should I not say something?  You just newly got 
promoted and why would they be listening to you?” 
County Government Executive G described a different reason for thinking too 
small, describing the effects negative behavior from a supervisor had on her: “So that 
statement got into my head and for the next couple of years it did something to me. It 
made me think I can’t do it. It must be that there’s something lacking in me.” 
Thinking too small was identified in eight of the nine interviews.  Regardless of 
the reason for this limiting mindset, the result was the same—limiting or questioning 
one’s value.  Table 24 summarizes reasons participants cited for exhibiting the self-
sabotaging behavior of thinking too small.  
Table 24. Causes of Thinking Too Small 
Causes of Thinking Too Small 
Cause of thinking too small 
Frequency 
Participant References % 
Lack of representation 2 5 25 
Disempowering behavior from others 1 1   5 
Lack of confidence 6 8 40 
External barriers 1 2 10 
Attributed to external factors (I’m lucky, others’ 
perceptions) 
4 4 20 
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Disempowering other women.  This self-sabotaging behavior category was the 
second least referenced behavior in both the survey and interview (Tables 25 and 26).  
Six participants referenced disempowering other women behaviors 18 times in the 
interview. 
 
Table 25. Disempowering Other Women Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
 
Disempowering Other Women Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
 
Disempowering other women self behaviors 
Frequency 
Participants Count % 
Held women to a higher standard at work than men 3 8 50.0 
Talked behind a woman’s back 3 6 37.5 
Felt jealous of other women who have ‘made it’ 2 2 12.5 
Thought why should I help other women since I did the 
hard way 
0 0   0.0 
Felt too busy to help other women 0 0   0.0 
 
Participants who referenced holding women to a higher standard noted the need to 
manage this bias.  County Government Executive J acknowledged, 
I do think I may have held women to a higher standard, and that’s a tough one 
because I want to say I didn’t do that.  But I think I do because I see how as a 
woman, you have to juggle so much more. . . . And I have to catch myself because 
there is no certain way and everybody’s background is different, and what that 
means is different.  Just knowing that if you’re a woman you’re at this level. . . . 
But that’s not fair.  So that’s something I definitely always have to be mindful of. 
County Government Executive A attributed her reason for holding women to a 
higher standard to wanting them to reach their potential: 
I do hold women to a higher . . . I have high standards for everyone.  I don’t 
necessarily know if it’s specific to women or men versus women, but I expect a 
 Table 26. Disempowering Other Women Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Disempowering Other Women Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Disempowering other women self-sabotaging behaviors 
Number of references 
of behaviors in survey  
Number of references of behaviors 
reported in interviews  Totals 
Count %  Participants Frequency %  Count % 
Talked behind a woman’s back 7 77.8  3 6 37.5  13 44.8 
Held women to a higher standard at work than men 1 11.1  3 8 50.0  9 31.0 
Felt jealous of other women who have “made it” 2 22.2  2 2 12.5  4 13.8 
Thought why should I help other women since I did the hard 
way 
1 11.1  0 0   0.0  1   3.4 
Felt too busy to help other women 2 22.2  0 0   0.0  2   6.9 
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certain high level of performance.  Women don’t always see themselves as being 
valuable contributors.  And what makes me most upset is when people don’t reach 
their full potential because they don’t see the potential in them.  It goes back to 
what I said about powerful interventions in my life along my way with people 
who said, you are beyond this.  You are capable of these things.  You need to 
have the confidence to do these things.  I think that’s where my emotions trigger 
when I see other women who I feel are super contributors, have the skills 
necessary to surpass me, who can have the ability to carve their own path and they 
don’t do it because they either lack confidence or they put in those self-imposed 
barriers and it makes me mad.   
County Government Executive G recounted a time when a team member accused 
her of holding women to a higher standard.  She was shocked and fought for cultural 
change in the organization: 
Thankfully, one of the women executives . . . said, “Do you realize that you’re 
doing that?”  It stopped me in my tracks and I just remember being so angry at 
myself, because I definitely was doing it.  I had absolutely no idea, but here’s the 
thing, the men, they had gotten me so used to [it].  It wasn’t until she told me that, 
I expect too much of the women and that I always give the hard assignments to 
them and I gave them a pass.  Obviously after I learned it, I started holding them 
more accountable, but then of course I became the bitch. 
Other examples of disempowering other women, such as talking behind a 
woman’s back, were related to other self-sabotaging behaviors of infusing sex/gender 
role confusion in the workplace and thinking too small.  County Government Executive 
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G recounted, “I remember judging people, especially women, if they had like a really 
low-cut blouse, I just remember thinking, ‘That’s just so unnecessary, why would you do 
that in a meeting like this?  It’s just so distracting.’”  
County Government Executive E acknowledged questioning the success of a 
colleague:  
Even though I liked her, I remember being with other colleagues talking about 
her.  I knew that she didn’t have the [requirements] that she needed to have to be 
getting those jobs, and I was like, “How are they getting around it?” 
Although disempowering other women was the second least referenced self-
sabotaging behavior category, examples of their experiences were shared emphatically.  
Participants shared that they did not act with ill intent—their personal experiences 
elicited strong emotions and a desire to help other women reach their potential. 
Infusing sex gender/role confusion in the workplace.  This behavior category 
was the least referenced by participants as occurring in their careers.  Only three of the 
seven behaviors were noted, with conforming to societal gender expectations receiving 
66.7% of the references (Table 27). 
Data from the survey mirrored data collected from interviews (Table 28).  
Reflecting on behaviors exhibited earlier in her career, County Government Executive E 
noted, 
I know that early on when we had meetings, if there was stuff left on the table, I 
would just get up and start cleaning up.  It’s just what we did, and then thinking 
back, there were lots of men who just got up and left the room, as it’s expected.  
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Table 27. Infusing Sex Gender Role Confusion in the Workplace Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Infusing Sex Gender Role Confusion in the Workplace Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Infusing sex gender role confusion in the workplace 
self behaviors 
Frequency 
Participants Count % 
Conformed to societal gender expectations 4 4 66.7 
Dressed sexy at work 1 1 16.7 
Exhibited male like qualities not part of personality 1 1 16.7 
Squashed natural feminine qualities 0 0   0.0 
Exhibited ‘girl’ like behavior 0 0   0.0 
Flirted at work 0 0   0.0 
Used prosodic speech (valley girl, uptalk, vocal fry) 0 0   0.0 
 
County Government Executive F shared that she took initiative to stop this 
behavior: 
I used to do the societal gender expectations.  I would be the one taking the notes, 
sending them out to everyone, setting up, cleaning up, rearranging the chairs, and 
even now I have to make myself not do that, like there is a tendency to still do 
that.  I have to say, “No. Somebody else is doing it.  Don’t do that.” 
Participants often flat out denied engaging in these behaviors.  County 
Government Executive J questioned if it was related to gender: 
Maybe I conform to social gender expectations.  Not really cleaning up, but you 
know when you go in somewhere, lunchroom, and you kind of organize the 
cookies, or I don’t know.  Just because I like things neat.  I don’t think of that as a 
female thing. I just like pretty things. . . . So maybe that has to do with being a 
woman. 
 
 Table 28. Infusing Sex Gender Role Confusion in the Workplace Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Infusing Sex Gender Role Confusion in the Workplace Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced by Participants 
Infusing sex gender role confusion in the 
workplace self-sabotaging behaviors 
Number of references of 
behaviors in survey  
Number of references of behaviors 
reported in interviews  Total 
Count %  Participants Frequency %  Count % 
Conformed to societal gender expectations 5 55.6  4 4 66.7  9 56.3 
Dressed sexy at work 1 11.1  1 1 16.7  2 12.5 
Flirted at work 2 2.22  0 0   0.0  2 12.5 
Exhibited male like qualities not part of 
personality 
0   0.0  1 1 16.7  1   6.3 
Squashed natural feminine qualities 1 11.1  0 0   0.0  1   6.3 
Used prosodic speech (valley girl, uptalk, 
vocal fry) 
1 11.1  0 0   0.0  1   6.3 
Exhibited “girl” like behavior 0   0.0  0 0   0.0  0   0.0 
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Research Question 2: Impacts of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
The second research question explored the impact self-sabotaging behaviors have 
on the leadership careers of female county government executives.  One question from 
the survey instrument and 11 questions from the interview protocol aligned to this 
research question.  Data collected are presented in table and narrative form and identify 
perceptions related to the impact of self-sabotaging behaviors and the impact experienced 
from these behaviors. 
Quantitative data.  The survey instrument included one question related to the 
impact of self-sabotaging behaviors.  Using a 6-point Likert scale, respondents were 
asked to indicate their level of agreement with the following statement: “I believe some 
of the behaviors listed in this survey have had an impact on my career development (lack 
of promotions, moving ahead in career in a timely manner, lack of access to top positions 
etc.).”  Figure 4 shows that 56% of respondents believed self-sabotaging behaviors had 
some impact on their career development. 
 
 
Figure 4. Belief that behaviors impacted career development. 
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Qualitative data.  The impact of self-sabotaging behaviors was also explored in 
the semistructured interviews.  Impact statements (Table 29) were often mentioned as 
participants shared stories and experiences of instances in which they demonstrated the 
self-sabotaging behaviors. 
 
Table 29. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors and Impact References 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors and Impact References 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Frequency 
Participants References 
Misunderstanding one’s self 7 18 
Fear and worry 7 15 
Dishonesty 4 12 
Not taking time for reflection 5   9 
Holding back 7   8 
Thinking too small 4   7 
Isolating 4   6 
Disempowering women 2   2 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 0   0 
 
Feedback from participants on the self-sabotaging behaviors with the most impact 
on promotions mirrors participant responses related to the impact of self-sabotaging 
behaviors.  When asked about the top five behaviors ranked on the survey, fear and worry 
and holding back were referenced the most when discussing the impact of self-sabotaging 
behaviors.  County Government Executive L explained how important overcoming self-
sabotaging behaviors is for not only the women, but organizations as well: 
I think it’s critical early on, because it really sets the tone.  And I think that the 
workforce, or the employer I should say, is the one that loses out by women 
holding back.  So by having them recognize their value, and speaking up, and 
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getting involved early on, it not only helps them personally with their careers, but 
it helps the organization as well. 
County Government Executive C noted that with so many external barriers 
negatively impacting women, it was critical to overcome any self-imposed barriers: 
I think it’s critical now for the reason that you’re already up against other 
obstacles in the workplace and assumptions.  We need to get out of our own way 
in order to be able to then fully address the other things that are coming at us 
organically just through culture and stereotypes and other kinds of behavior in the 
workplace.  The other is, if we don’t get that stuff out of our way, we start getting 
reactionary and that can make us look a little bit chaotic and/or out of control.  
People are looking for reasons to validate their own stereotypes of people.  
County Government Executive G acknowledged the cyclical nature of self-
sabotaging behaviors and the lasting consequences that can bring: 
I think it’s pivotal.  It’s critical that you engage in ways to overcome them, 
because if you let the fear and worry not only take hold in your brain, but then 
allow it to manifest itself in your behaviors, then you become what you fear.  It’s 
almost like you’re self-sabotaging yourself to do that because if you’re so worried 
that you’re going to get fired tomorrow, then you do those very things, encourage 
people to fire you.  It’s sad, but it’s true.  I’ve fallen in that trap. 
Although several participants cited the negative consequences of self-sabotaging 
behaviors, others challenged the notion.  The tension between the short-term and long-
term vision was noted by County Government Executive J: 
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I think it’s okay to have pieces of all of this because I think a lot of that may help 
you get through your day or your career.  But being able to just kind of be aware 
that what’s harmful.  Because dishonesty can be self-sabotaging but if you’re 
being dishonest and it’s protecting a bigger kind of situation, maybe that’s okay. 
You have to be dishonest because that’s the best way to navigate that particular 
thing. 
Other participants wondered if it was possible to overcome all of the behaviors.  
County Government Executive J mused, 
I think sometimes maybe I don’t know if overcoming them is always possible.  I 
think being aware of them so that when they occur you can maybe self correct at 
that moment.  Or maybe later.  I think that you may always have all of these or 
some of them and that’s okay.  But if you know they exist and you kind of know 
what to do and not to beat yourself up when that happens.  It’s like, oh this is what 
I do to myself.  Let me gather myself now. 
Critically, while only 56% of survey respondents agreed that self-sabotaging 
behaviors had an impact on their career development efforts, 100% of participants noted 
an impact during the interviews.  In total, there were 77 references coded regarding 
distinct impacts related to self-sabotaging behaviors.  Table 30 details the impacts of self-
sabotaging behaviors.  County Government Executive J described the impact:  
Okay. I remember thinking never again.  Never again would somebody treat me 
like that.  As much as I’m giving, I want to receive the true feedback and be 
acknowledged appropriately. . . . I’m not going to let this happen to the next 
person. 
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Table 30. Impact of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Impact of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
Impact 
Frequency 
Participants % 
Health and wellness 9 32 
Reputation 6 15 
Career progression 8 14 
Relationships 6 13 
Performance 6 10 
Self-efficacy 5   8 
Leadership effectiveness 4   7 
 
County Government Executive E wondered if she would have had the same 
experience if she were a man:  
Of course, it did drive me to go back to school and finish my degree, and I gained 
a lot of experience from those jobs that I got placed in without the title, but when I 
think of everything that I’ve read that you’ve given me, it’s really made me think 
about if I was a man, would I have done it that same way, or would I have 
demanded the pay that went with that job, since I was doing it? 
County Government Executive L realized the impact this behavior had on her 
career:  
I think I would’ve been where I am now sooner if I had done that back in the 
earlier years when I was starting my career.  Because there’s no one else, I realize 
now there’s no one else that’s going to do that for you if I sit in a corner and just 
do my job and I’m quiet.  Reflecting back, I think I would’ve been much further 
ahead, had I done that sooner. 
While only 56% of survey respondents agreed that self-sabotaging behaviors had 
an impact on their career, 100% of participants shared in interviews impacts they 
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experienced.  These impacts were primarily negative with the top three impacting health 
and wellness, reputation, and career progression.  Some participants expressed that these 
behaviors did not always have negative consequences, yet learning from the impact of the 
behavior was critical for success. 
Research Question 3: Strategies to Counteract Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
The framework used for this study, nine domains of women’s personal power, 
identified nine strategies to counteract the negative impacts of self-sabotaging behaviors.  
These strategies were discussed in Chapter II.  During the semistructured interviews, 
participants were asked to recall specific strategies they used or use to address self-
sabotaging behaviors.  Qualitative data from their answers are presented in tables and 
narrative form to answer the third research question: “What strategies did female county 
government executives use throughout their leadership careers to overcome self-
sabotaging behaviors?” 
Qualitative data.  Nine participants provided strategies used to counteract the 
effects of self-sabotaging behaviors.  Strategies were referenced 404 times.  All strategies 
were thought to counteract more than one self-sabotaging behavior (Table 31). 
Embracing one’s sexuality was infrequently cited in interviews with only four 
participants referencing it nine times as a strategy.  Although the remaining eight 
strategies addressed an average of seven self-sabotaging behaviors, building a power web 
was identified the most often (Table 32), with a total of 83 references or 20.5% of all 
references to strategies. 
 
 Table 31. Strategy Domains and Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed 
Strategy Domains and Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed 
Strategy domain 
Behavior addressed 
TTS FEAR MUOS DISH HB NO REFL ISO DISEMP SEX 
Building a power web X X X   X X X X   
Acting with confidence X X X X X   X   X 
Recognizing women's unique destiny X X X X X X   X X 
Cultivating self-intimacy X X X X X X X   X 
Constructive preparation X X X X X X X     
Inspiring other women X X X   X X X X X 
Honest self-expression X X X X X X     X 
Owning all of one's self X X X X X X       
Embracing one's sexuality X               X 
 
 
1
4
7
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Table 32. Application of Strategies 
Application of Strategies 
Strategy domain 
Frequency Number of 
behaviors 
addressed Participants  References % 
Building a power web 9 83 20.5 7 
Acting with confidence 9 64 15.8 7 
Recognizing women’s unique destiny 9 61 15.1 8 
Cultivating self-intimacy 8 58 14.4 7 
Constructive preparation 9 42 10.4 7 
Inspiring other women 9 36   8.9 8 
Honest self-expression 8 27   6.7 7 
Owning all of one’s self 7 24   5.9 6 
Embracing one’s sexuality 4   9   2.0 2 
 
Building a power web.  Building a power web was identified as an effective 
strategy by all nine participants, accounting for 20.5% of all strategies suggested during 
the interviews.  The nine domains of women’s personal power identified building a 
power web as a strategy to counteract the self-sabotaging behavior of isolating, defining 
the strategy as building a network of personal and professional advisors for support.  
Eight participants agreed that this strategy addressed isolating, citing it a total of 20 times 
(Table 33).  Additionally, building a power web was referenced 26 times by nine 
participants as an effective strategy to combat thinking too small.   
The extensive application of power webs is indicative of its multifunctional use.  
Although an effective strategy, power webs are not always intentionally built.  While 
several participants described the importance of actively building a power web, others 
cited naturally occurring mentors or referenced those with which they worked closest.  
County Government Executive L reflected on a previous supervisor who played a pivotal 
role in helping her find her confidence and realize her value: 
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Table 33. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Building a Power Web 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Building a Power Web 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Frequency 
Participants References % 
Thinking too small 9 26   31 
Isolating 8 20   24 
Fear and worry 8 14   17 
Misunderstanding one’s self 7   8   10 
Disempowering other women 3   7     8 
Holding back 4   6     7 
Not taking time for reflection 1   2     2 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 0   0     0 
Dishonesty 0   0     0 
Total - 83 100 
Note. Bold indicates the self-sabotaging behavior connected to this strategy in the nine domains 
of women’s personal power framework. 
 
Then as I started down the years, I also had a champion.  I do remember a woman 
that was one of my supervisors, and she was instrumental in putting me in more of 
a leadership role, in a position where I was given the task of being the group 
leader.  That pushed me into going to meetings and being in charge of projects, 
and forcing me to speak up, instead of being more in the passive role of just 
taking tasks and doing them.  That was what propelled my career, was to have 
that woman help put me in those positions of more of a leadership role.  Then my 
career soared after that. 
County Government Executive B credited long-term relationships with her 
mentors for helping her find success in her career: 
Always had really good mentors throughout my career with the county and people 
who provided me with opportunities [and] recognized my abilities.  [My former 
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supervisor is] the reason I’m where I’m at today.  And he talked to me in taking 
the position and I think that was career changing for me.  
Those that intentionally invested in building power webs recommended diverse 
networks and to always have a purpose. 
They coach executive directors in their role, because there’s such a need for 
having someone to talk to that is going to keep your confidence, and even be able 
to share what your fears and worries are, and maybe to point out something if you 
are misunderstanding yourself or holding back, and taking that time for reflection, 
all of those things. (County Government Executive E) 
I remember going on my first day on the job and meeting all the 
professionals in those two teams and they were just so friendly and forthcoming 
and offering assistance and everything that I needed to do my job.  They were 
there if I ever had a question, I knew exactly who the experts were and they 
guided me.  They guided me through whatever I needed to know and it worked 
perfectly. (County Government Executive G) 
I’m somebody who came up through the ranks so I network up and 
downstream because I think everybody is important, because I used to be the 
receptionist at the front desk, so I know the value that everyone brings.  I’m not 
afraid to reach out to people. (County Government Executive F) 
Now I’m building external relations at the state level because it will 
benefit my department in the long run.  So I’m forcing myself out of the comfort 
zone to be more involved with our associations at the state level and actually 
chairing some subcommittees and those kinds of things.  Try becoming more 
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involved in the leadership circle with the association because that will have a 
direct benefit on my department.  So it kind of ties into what I do, and so I forced 
myself out of the comfort zone. (County Government Executive A) 
County Government Executive M viewed building networks as a necessary 
activity for success in the public sector: 
I would say whatever you’re working on in county government, I know a lot of 
county folks feel like being a part of the associations is not worth their time, but 
the reality is, you can actually get things done quicker if you’re working off of 
work that someone else has already done. I think it’s much more efficient. 
She went on to say, 
I also run things past people that I trust, and get outside opinions, and other 
thoughts on things.  I like to talk things through with people that I think may see 
things that I don’t necessarily see, or problems that I don’t necessarily see.  
Sometimes you can get so invested in a project that you don’t see where the 
pitfalls may be, where someone else may say, “Well have you thought about this, 
or have you thought about that?”  That’s another strategy, really making sure that 
I have folks that I value their opinion take a look at something before I launch. 
Many participants acknowledged that other self-sabotaging behaviors such as fear 
and worry and thinking too small prevented them from building a power web.  County 
Government Executive M endorsed networking with a purpose saying that people want to 
help you and talk about their successes: “People are always happy to tell you or share 
those things with you, and then you can use that to help your own community.” 
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Regardless of whether participants intentionally built their power web or found 
one through happenstance, all participants endorsed the value of strong networks as a 
way to support professional growth and achieve results.  County Government Executive 
M said, 
I think the biggest thing is, you have to develop networks.  You can’t do 
everything yourself.  You have to have other folks who are willing to invest in 
your ideas or thoughts and are willing to get on board and help you accomplish 
what you’re trying to accomplish.  I would say that it’s really important to 
develop those professional networks with a broad base of folks, even folks that 
you may not think that you would ever need to be involved in something that 
you’re doing, because it’s surprising how often you will need those relationships. 
County Government L described the benefit of including those around her: 
I make an active effort to include other people, and talk to other people, about 
what I’m working on.  And I shouldn’t be surprised, but every time, there’s 
something that comes up and I’m so glad that I involved others.  Otherwise the 
information that they gave me, I wouldn’t have known. 
Building a power web was the most frequently cited strategy by participants with 
83 references from nine sources.  This strategy was thought to counteract the impact of 
seven of the nine self-sabotaging behaviors.  Participants encouraged building a power 
web that has depth and is diverse, both in the people it contains as well as where it 
occurs. 
Acting with confidence.  The second most referenced strategy was acting with 
confidence.  This strategy was identified as a counterpart to holding back in the nine 
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domains of women’s personal power framework.  Acting with confidence is defined as 
approaching obstacles with confidence and having the courage to step forward.  County 
Government Executive L captured the essence of this strategy best by declaring, “And 
when there is that hesitation, just kind of keep going anyway.” 
Similar to building a power web, acting with confidence was referenced by all 
participants 64 times and thought to counteract the effects of seven self-sabotaging 
behaviors (Table 34). 
 
Table 34. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Acting with Confidence 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Acting With Confidence 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Frequency 
Participants References % 
Thinking too small 8 22   34 
Holding back 6 14   22 
Fear and worry 7 13   20 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 2   5     8 
Dishonesty 4   5     8 
Isolating 2   3     5 
Misunderstanding one’s self 2   2     3 
Disempowering other women 0   0     0 
Not taking time for reflection 0   0     0 
Total - 64 100 
Note. Bold indicates the self-sabotaging behavior connected to this strategy in the nine domains 
of women’s personal power framework. 
 
Mantras and shifting mindsets were often cited by participants to support acting 
with confidence.  County Government Executive C described a pivotal realization she 
had: 
What I realized later is that nobody really cares as much as you do because 
they’re too busy in their own world.  Thinking about their mistakes or what they 
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should have said or what they didn’t say and should I have said it?  They’re doing 
the same thing. 
County Government Executive M described how her mantras help her and her 
team act with confidence to achieve great results: 
I operate from the perspective that anything’s possible. I always tell my staff . . . 
because a lot of times you’ll hear in government, we don’t have money for that.  I 
always tell my staff, and this is just something that’s just a personal thing for me, 
don’t start with the money.  Start with what you want to accomplish, start with 
where you want to go, develop your plan, and we’ll figure the money out later.  
. . . I’ve been given some impossible tasks, and I just take it and do it.   Everybody 
has to start somewhere. 
Others leaned on their power web, like County Government Executive E: “I am willing to 
engage with the people that I need to, or that someone recommends to me to be able to 
tease things apart.” 
County Government Executive L described jumping in with both feet and 
building confidence by leaning into her fear and gaining small wins along the way: 
I think probably what ended up happening, I was given that opportunity and then I 
started doing that work, not having the confidence that I could do it, but once 
there I started getting achievements on things, work, product, that I was 
successful in accomplishing project delivery, and things were getting done 
quickly.  I was starting to get the respect, and people were looking to me.  Then 
that started building the confidence in me that, okay, I can do this.  But ahead of 
that, I didn’t have the confidence in myself. 
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County Government Executive F described building confidence over time: 
I think what has happened is that I’ve built up more of confidence.  I wouldn’t be 
here if the way I am is not what people wanted.  And I built confidence as I 
moved up in the county. . . . And so you’re always a little bit unsure, you’re a 
little insecure as you move up, but at this point right now, it is what it is.  It’s just 
this is me.  
County Government Executive C suggested acknowledging the discomfort and 
moving forward anyway is critical to establishing your professional identity: 
Again, it goes back to owning it, not relying on someone else to be your 
conductor, so to speak, and open the door for you. . . . We have to stop thinking 
about fitting into a particular mold and just [think about] being businesswomen 
and we’re just here to do business. 
County Government Executive G talked about the benefits and realizations she 
had when moved forward despite her comfort: 
I just decided I wasn’t going to be afraid anymore and I was just going to put 
myself out there.  I decided that for that whole year.  I don’t know if I did it for 
the whole year, but I decided that for the year, I was just going to do whatever 
scared the heck out of me. I was just going to do it and I totally did and it was a 
lot of fun. . . . I also learned that you don’t need to be a subject matter expert to do 
great things.  
Recognizing women’s unique destiny.  The third most referenced strategy was 
recognizing women’s unique destiny.  This strategy was identified as a counterpart to 
thinking too small in the nine domains of women’s personal power framework.  
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Recognizing women’s unique destiny is defined as the capacity to have a significant 
impact and living up to potential.  Like building a power web and acting with confidence, 
recognizing women’s unique destiny was referenced by all participants 61 times and 
thought to counteract the effects of eight self-sabotaging behaviors (Table 35). 
 
Table 35. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Frequency 
Participants References % 
Thinking too small 9 26   31 
Isolating 8 20   24 
Fear and worry 8 14   17 
Misunderstanding one’s self 7   8   10 
Disempowering other women 3   7     8 
Holding back 4   6     7 
Not taking time for reflection 1   2     2 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 0   0     0 
Dishonesty 0   0     0 
Total - 61 100 
Note. Bold indicates the self-sabotaging behavior connected to this strategy in the nine domains 
of women’s personal power framework. 
 
County Government Executive J described a time early in her career when she 
shifted her focus to be the best she could be, helping her to move beyond thinking too 
small: 
So I came back and said I was going to be the best employee.  And immediately 
started to promote because my focus had changed . . . I think I had limited myself.  
So when I came back and I really was focused, like I’m going to be super 
employee, people really saw the difference. . . . I came back with a different 
mindset because I did leave and I found more value in the work I was doing.  
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She went on to describe that reaching her potential also involved looking beyond 
herself—to her team: 
I left to go to a job I didn’t like.  So all these things happened.  So I came back in 
and was like, okay new appreciation.  This is bigger than me.  Let me stop 
looking just at my team.  Maybe what’s going on with that team?  What’s this unit 
look like? 
County Government Executive L focused on moving the group forward to have 
meaningful conversations as a way to overcome holding back and fear and worry: 
I think too, just making sure that I speak up when I’m in meetings, that helps me a 
lot.  When I started my career I tended not to speak up, but I’ve found that that 
helps.  I force myself to participate.  When you’re in a room with a bunch of 
people, and you’re supposed to have an open discussion on topics, typically the 
dialogue doesn’t start flowing until that first person speaks up to break the ice. 
County Government Executive C talked about focusing on adding value to realize 
potential: 
I think as I heard Michelle Obama say once about she and Barack is that they 
were both high assets, and would both get deployed all over the country.  They’d 
see each other very intermittently.  I kind of see that, that’s something that the 
world does consider.  Is, are you an asset?  If you are, you’re going to get more 
engaged and have more high-level visibility because you’re doing something that 
is so important to the overall organization.  Just by volunteering to learn all this 
stuff and just being super curious and wanting to learn more and more, I kept 
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ending up becoming that visible high asset.  I would be in front of the CEO.  I was 
bold.  That helped a lot. 
County Government Executive B echoed similar sentiments, focusing on 
accountability to the community, giving back to others, and working with purpose as a 
way to avoid holding back and fear and worry: 
If you’ve already been in your current role for a period of time, what more can 
you contribute or are you done in that role?  And now it’s time to offer somebody 
else that opportunity.  I don’t ever want to be in a position where I’m no longer 
contributing. . . . I believe we’re accountable to the taxpayer and so fortunate to 
be employed by XX and it’s the taxpayers who pay us and I owe them.  Every 
second that I’m here, I need to be working and I’m accountable to them. 
County Government Executive C spoke to a higher purpose of overcoming self-
sabotaging behaviors by thinking about her obligation to help create a more equitable 
culture for women: 
Can we do that for other people?  Yes. I think it’s our responsibility if we’re 
going to make an imprint in the world to change culture for women.  We can’t do 
it if we’re not advocating for other women.  We have to be mindful of doing it.  It 
can’t just be . . . It’s nice if it’s accidental too.  Anyway, it’s good.  But you would 
want it to be purposeful. 
Other participants referenced realizing potential by understanding that everything 
happens for a reason: 
We all have times when we get rejected.  There’s always things that you didn’t 
get picked for the job, you didn’t get picked for whatever thing you wanted to be 
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a part of.  That’s a part of life.  You just go on to the next thing.  A lot of times 
I’ve found, even when I didn’t get picked for the XX job, it’s weird how things 
just work out.  If I’d been picked for that, I probably would still be at the XX.  
Because I didn’t get picked for it, I worked for another agency, I had a chance to 
have a great boss who’s a great mentor, even if it was only for [a short time].  I 
developed a reputation with that person that then led me to a different career 
pathway later on.  I always look at those types of things as, it’s for a reason, and I 
don’t know what it is necessarily right then, but it has a way of coming back 
around and you think, but for that, I wouldn’t be here. (County Government 
Executive M) 
I believe that opportunities come your way for a reason.  And I just I trust 
God.  And so if you say no, you just passed up an opportunity because you’re 
supposed to be, I say bigger, better.  And I don’t mean that from like financial 
perspective or title or anything.  It’s just you’re being offered an opportunity to 
make a difference to have an impact. (County Government Executive B)  
County Government Executive F reflected on overcoming fear and worry, holding 
back, and thinking too small by thinking about her purpose: 
I realized that no one was going to listen to me if I didn’t say something or speak 
up.  Right?  And so I just made sure that I say something now . . . Because I felt 
that I was a smart person and what I was going to say would make a difference to 
whatever is being discussed, and that if they don’t listen to me then why am I 
there?  If I don’t want people listen to me, why am I there?  And with my 
experience, I felt like I had something to contribute so I started speaking up. 
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Cultivating self-intimacy.  This strategy is the counterpart to not taking time for 
reflection in the nine domains of women’s personal power framework.  Cultivating self-
intimacy is defined as getting to know one’s self more deeply.  This strategy was the 
fourth most referenced approach, cited by all participants 58 times and thought to 
counteract the effects of seven self-sabotaging behaviors (Table 36). 
 
Table 36. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Cultivating Self-Intimacy 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Cultivating Self-Intimacy 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Frequency 
Participants References % 
Not taking time for reflection 8 22   38 
Misunderstanding one’s self 6 13   22 
Fear and worry 3   9   16 
Thinking too small 3   7   12 
Holding back 2   4     7 
Isolating 1   1     2 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 1   1     2 
Dishonesty 1   1     2 
Disempowering other women 0   0     0 
Total - 58 100 
Note. Bold indicates the self-sabotaging behavior connected to this strategy in the nine domains 
of women’s personal power framework. 
 
County Government Executive E talked about the need to take vacations to live 
up to your potential and advocated that her team use this strategy: 
I’ve had a few vacations that are longer than 2 weeks, and I feel like I really am 
able to relax and disconnect, and then enjoy time off and come back and be better 
at being myself.  I think that it’s something that I care a lot about now, and with 
my team, care a lot about.  Not that I don’t think they need to accomplish what 
they’re responsible for, but they have to have downtime, and they have to have 
time off.  I’ll say to my team, “You really need to take some time off.  I think you 
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need to step away from here and just relax.  Come back.  You’re going to be 
better for it.”  I didn’t really have too many people saying that to me, but we talk a 
lot about work-life balance, and not very many of us have it. 
County Government Executive B believed taking time for reflection was critical 
to leader effectiveness she learned from a previous mentor and now advocates 
incorporating reflection as part of daily activities: 
I remember people would come in . . . he’d just be sitting at his table or he would 
be looking out the window, and I can remember people commenting on that.  And 
as I came into these roles, I now understand [him] because sometimes you just 
need time to stop and think.  And so it’s kind of funny because like throughout the 
day it’s okay, stop, where am I at?  Reassess.  What am I doing?  Do I need to 
shift gears and work on something else?  Like I said about when it’s too quiet or 
what are we missing?  So you have to have the time to stop and think . . . you’re 
prioritizing things differently and I’m still getting everything done. 
County Government Executive J talked about the importance of acknowledging 
your emotions, experiencing them, and understanding why they exist: 
If I know that there’s a period of time where I’m going to be uncomfortable, I 
own it and I live it.  I let that be a real thing.  If I’m going to be stressed, if I’m 
nervous, if I feel like crying, if I have anger.  I go through all my own emotions.  
My grieving, my steps.   
When reflecting on what supports women’s success, County Government 
Executive A pointed to the need for emotional intelligence: 
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I believe the secret to being successful as a woman is developing your emotional 
intelligence, learning to self-regulate . . . learning the power that realistic honest 
self-assessment can give you.  I know when I’ve had the best [me] at work and I 
know when I’ve had a not so good [me] at work.  I’m aware of it.  I’m usually, 
because I’m constantly self-assessing and analyzing what I do, I’m pretty good at 
figuring out what triggered it.  And then for me it’s this constant work of, okay, 
this triggered it.  Why did it trigger, it?  What was it I was feeling at that time?  
And then learning to try to enhance my self-regulation, should I face the situation 
again? 
Constructive preparation.  This strategy was identified as a counterpart to fear 
and worry in the nine domains of women’s personal power framework.  Constructive 
preparation is defined as embracing, understanding, and accepting fear.  Constructive 
preparation was referenced by nine participants 42 times and thought to counteract the 
effects of seven self-sabotaging behaviors (Table 37). 
County Government Executive M recommended scenario planning to prepare for 
the most likely outcomes: 
I would say every project I work on, I start with the idea that is has the potential 
for failure, so you’re always developing scenarios like, if I do this and it doesn’t 
work, what’s the next step?  What’s my backup plan?  What am I going to do if I 
don’t get this fix[ed]? 
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Table 37. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Constructive Preparation 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Constructive Preparation 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Frequency 
Participants References % 
Fear and worry 7 19   45 
Dishonesty 2   7   17 
Thinking too small 4   5   12 
Holding back 5   5   12 
Misunderstanding one’s self 4   4   10 
Isolating 1   1     2 
Not taking time for reflection 1   1     2 
Disempowering other women 0   0     0 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 0   0     0 
Total - 42 100 
Note. Bold indicates the self-sabotaging behavior connected to this strategy in the nine domains 
of women’s personal power framework. 
 
Many participants recommended getting to know stakeholders instead of 
worrying about all of the what-ifs that could happen.  County Government Executive A’s 
approach ensures she develops an understanding of the scenario instead of second 
guessing what went wrong: 
I figure it out.  Like okay, why are you telling me no?  Now I want to do a deeper 
dive. Is it no because it’s . . . is it a hard no or soft no? . . . What part of what I 
asked for was the part that switched it to no?  How much of what I requested 
would have passed versus . . . like what was the one thing I added that made the 
switch flip?  And I will dive and dive and dive and dive in time until I understand 
what the barrier is and then I chip away at it. 
She went on to recommend preparing with neutral data relevant to the situation 
and the stakeholder’s style: 
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You have to know where your battles are best fought.  If it’s a big battle, fight it 
and fight it with facts and data and a voice of neutrality.  When I have been able 
to switch direction is with a neutral voice. 
The value of observation was discussed again when County Government 
Executive C talked about learning: “I was just really in the heavy observer role and really 
pouring over what materials I been getting and learning their code.” 
County Government Executive G recommended developing personal change 
agility to be ready for any situation: 
You have to be comfortable with change.  Change happens all the time, 
externally, internally.  There’s a pressure on government to be more efficient and 
so you have to be comfortable with change.  And it is scary, but I do believe that 
to succeed you do have to be comfortable with it, because that’s just happened 
here a lot in my entire career. 
Participants recommended looking for exposure to the new and different by 
regularly changing roles to continuously seek out new opportunities and experiences.  
County Government Executive B looked for exposure opportunities in the day-to-day 
work.  She expressed how physically going to program locations helps build relationships 
and gives a person information to do her or his job better: 
I’ve been in all of the jails because in that role you have to have an understanding 
of what the departments are talking about, their operations.  When they say this, 
for me, if I can’t picture it, if I can’t see it right, touch it, then I’m not 
understanding.  So that will because you gain the respect of the departments if 
they see you out there and then they have an opportunity to teach you. 
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Participants recommended informal and formal learning strategies like books, 
training, coaching, and exposure.  County Government Executive E spoke to the power of 
development opportunities: “I had been through multiple leadership programs as well, 
and so I think just all of that partnered together really created opportunities for me, and 
helped me to shift the way I was thinking.” 
County Government Executive C advocated for applying existing knowledge to 
new situations as a way to tackle the new and different: 
It’s learning how to build upon and take everything you’ve ever learned and find 
its relevancy in the new environment.  Because there is something relevant even 
though it may not seem so on the surface, there is stuff you can glean from it and 
take forward. 
County Government Executive E recognized the value of relying on building a 
power web as a way to prepare: 
I started to value even more each individual’s strengths that they bring to a team, 
and not feeling like I have to know everything about everyone’s job, but rely on 
their expertise to move the work forward.  It was pretty much life changing for 
me, and career changing for me, in that sense. 
County Government Executive B noted that experience has taught her when she 
has prepared enough as well as that she will not always have the answers but to be 
prepared with the follow-up statement. 
If you don’t have all the answers, it’s okay, but know what to say.  I don’t have 
that information with me, but I’ll be happy to get back to you or whatever.  So 
even be prepared in that way.  Be prepared for the unknown or if you don’t have 
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the answer, what would you say or do.  And then also telling yourself it’s okay 
because nobody has all the answers. 
Inspiring other women.  This strategy was identified as a counterpart to 
disempowering other women in the nine domains of women’s personal power 
framework.  Inspiring other women is defined as the ability to empower other females.  
County Government Executive G captured the essence of this strategy best by declaring, 
“I just remember the powerful feeling that it felt to have somebody on your corner.  So, I 
love that opportunity to do that for somebody else.”  Inspiring other women was 
referenced by all nine participants a total of 36 times and thought to counteract the effects 
of eight self-sabotaging behaviors (Table 38). 
 
Table 38. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Inspiring Other Women 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Inspiring Other Women 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Frequency 
Participants References % 
Disempowering other women 8 19   53 
Misunderstanding one’s self 3   4   11 
Fear and worry 2   3     8 
Thinking too small 2   3     8 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 1   3     8 
Holding back 2   2     6 
Isolating 1   1     3 
Not taking time for reflection 1   1      3 
Dishonesty 0   0     0 
Total - 36 100 
Note. Bold indicates the self-sabotaging behavior connected to this strategy in the nine domains 
of women’s personal power framework. 
 
When asked how important it was to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors, County 
Government Executive C talked about her obligation to create a better world through 
systemic change and inspiring both men and women: 
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But in my part, there’s an inherent obligation to push through these issues with all 
your might to make the world more equitable for my [family and future 
generations].  It’s for both the men and the women.  If we don’t reset the thinking, 
and it shouldn’t just be with women, we’re missing the boat with the men.  
Because if the men are not trained in any different way, they’re going to keep 
going with this and it’s going to be friction all the time in the workplace. 
Many participants were driven to support women because of external and internal 
barriers they had faced in their careers: 
I do talk to the women in this department, the young women onboard, and try to 
talk to them about getting involved in organizations . . . trying to push them to get 
involved . . . and meet people.  Reminding them to challenge themselves, and ask 
for the extra work and the challenge.  Asking them, “Is your boss giving you 
challenging work, are you happy with what you’re doing?”  Just to make sure that 
they are given that opportunity. (County Government Executive L) 
Multiple participants talked about mentoring and sharing advice with women.  
Many directly told other women to stop apologizing: 
I have now advised all my females, I go, “Stop apologizing, the guys never do. 
They assume that you’ve taken the responsibility for it by your apology, and are 
happy to let you rest with it.  So let’s not do that because you don’t need to.” 
(County Government Executive C) 
Others acknowledged that they had previously judged women and when they 
realized it, corrected it by suspending judgement and getting to know the person.  
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Ultimately, this led to meaningful mentoring relationships.  County Government 
Executive J explained, 
That’s how one of the mentees I had last year, I said you know what, let me 
mentor you.  I didn’t do it so that I can get her to be who I need.  It was more that 
I think I made some judgements and I realized, “Oh I think I’m judging this 
person incorrectly.  Let me sit down and see where their head is at.  Let me 
mentor her.  Let me see where she’s at.” 
County Government Executive C talked about the need to stand up for other 
women when they face external barriers: 
In those roles I’ve still had where my ideas were credited to the men on either side 
of me.  One of my ideas went to the guy on my right, the other one literally went 
to the guy on my left in a board session.  I pulled the person giving the credit 
aside afterwards.  We just happened to be near each other, and I decided to go in 
on it.  I go, “I have a concern about something that just happened.  That idea was 
mine, but it was credited to XX.  This one was mine and it was credited to this 
person.  I’m good with me, I’m fine for myself, I’m already at the top of the heap.  
However, if we have that as our way of hearing who the ideas are coming from 
subliminally, then the men will get promoted for the ideas that the women are 
submitting.  The women will learn that they’re just not heard.  This is not a good 
messaging and I think we want to make sure that we’re properly empowering our 
younger women so they can move up the food chain as well.”   
She went on to explain why she felt compelled to speak up: 
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I see that as one of my responsibilities because I go, “This isn’t about me, it’s not 
helping or hurting my career one bit.  But if I don’t say this out loud, I’ve 
shortchanged all those women behind me in line.  Because they’re going to be 
fighting the same battle and I have done nothing to help clear the runway for 
them.”  I do see that as one of our obligations as we move up the ladder. 
Honest self-expression.  This strategy was identified as a counterpart to 
dishonesty in the nine domains of women’s personal power framework.  Honest self-
expression is defined as accepting strengths and weaknesses.   Honest self-expression 
was referenced by eight participants 27 times and thought to counteract the effects of 
seven self-sabotaging behaviors (Table 39). 
 
Table 39. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Honest Self-Expression 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Honest Self-Expression 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Frequency 
Participants References % 
Dishonesty 3   8   30 
Misunderstanding one’s self 4   7   26 
Fear and worry 3   4   15 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 2   3   11 
Thinking too small 2   2     7 
Holding back 2   2     7 
Not taking time for reflection 1   1     4 
Disempowering other women 0   0     0 
Isolating 0   0     0 
Total - 27 100 
Note. Bold indicates the self-sabotaging behavior connected to this strategy in the nine domains 
of women’s personal power framework. 
 
As discussed, many participants employed a “pick your battles” approach and 
found that holding back is sometimes a benefit to managing relationships in the 
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workplace.  County Government Executive M talked about owning your decisions—even 
if it does not pan out: 
Then, remaining silent in a situation, when it doesn’t work out, don’t go back and 
say I knew we shouldn’t have done that.  That’s not the time to say that.  The time 
to say it is when the activity’s taking place, you need to say it up front or don’t 
say it at all. 
Some participants talked about creating an open and honest culture that 
discourages dishonesty.  County Government Executive B viewed creating an 
environment for productive conflict and safety to disagree was her job as a leader: 
And same thing here, I mean that’s what I ask my direct reports.  I tell them it’s 
their responsibility to keep me in check.  So if my expectations are too high for 
them, if I’m doing something that they don’t agree with, they have the ability to 
always communicate that to me.  And I ask them, do you agree?  Do you 
disagree?  So we just always have that.  That’s the expectations, the culture, that 
is your job. 
County Government Executive J focuses on transparency as a value in her 
department: 
I try to be really, really transparent. . . . And I could be dishonest and just say, 
“Oh everything’s okay.  We’re going to figure it out.”  But I’d rather just, whether 
it makes you happy or not, this is where we’re at.  But I try to be as honest as 
possible.  I don’t see a reason to be dishonest at work. 
Owning all of one’s self.  This strategy was identified as a counterpart to 
misunderstanding one’s self in the nine domains of women’s personal power framework.  
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Owning all of one’s self is defined as owning and appreciating accomplishments and 
limitations.  County Government Executive A captured the essence of this strategy best 
by declaring, “So I think there’s opportunities there to collectively harness your power. I 
think first you have to understand you have power.”  Owning all of one’s self was 
referenced by seven participants 24 times and thought to counteract the effects of six self-
sabotaging behaviors (Table 40). 
 
Table 40. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Owning All of One’s Self 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Owning All of One’s Self 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Frequency 
Participants References % 
Misunderstanding one’s self 6 11   46 
Not taking time for reflection 3   5   21 
Thinking too small 3   3   13 
Fear and worry 2   2     8 
Holding back 2   2     8 
Dishonesty 1   1     4 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 0   0     0 
Disempowering other women 0   0     0 
Isolating 0   0     0 
Total - 24 100 
Note. Bold indicates the self-sabotaging behavior connected to this strategy in the nine domains 
of women’s personal power framework. 
 
Self-confidence underscores owning all of one’s self.  This developed by focusing 
on continual development and claiming successes.  Throughout the interviews, 
participants referred to experiencing self-sabotaging behaviors early in their careers and 
overcoming them with time.  While many referenced specific strategies as shared in this 
section, 67% of participants (six) attributed some of their growth to learning with age 
with a total of 26 references.  
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County Government Executive A talked about the freedom experienced at this 
stage in her career: 
Some of us are finding our balance within our internal self as we age and get into 
positions of higher success that we’re feeling like I’m coming to the end of that 
career so I can focus a little bit on this.   
County government L described how she has stopped holding back now: “So I do 
that all the time now, because I’m in that space where I achieved that level, so there’s no 
threat, I don’t need to prove myself.  I’m more comfortable doing that.” 
County Government Executive F talked about the growth that occurs through 
careers: 
When you first get into any kind of position, you’re trying to figure out the lay of 
the land, and you don’t want to step on people’s toes or anything, but at some 
point it’s like, well, they’re looking to you for an answer and you need to give me 
the answer, you need to listen and then provide your answer.  And so I just got 
over it after, and then plus your age.  I think when you reach your 50s, you’re just 
like, “Whatever.  You either like me or you don’t, and you’re going to tell me or 
not.” 
Participants also referenced the need to learn about one’s self from the perceptive 
of those around him or her.  County Government Executive C emphasized the importance 
of getting feedback from her team: 
But it’s important for me to see how I’m doing based upon how my own staff sees 
it. . . . What are they seeing?  What does that look like to them?  What are they 
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filling in that I could probably help them with if I explained it more?  Do I need to 
still behave that way anymore? 
While participants expressed still experiencing discomfort when accepting 
compliments or talking about accomplishments, they cited the need to engage in these 
behaviors.  County Government Executive L explained, 
I think I would’ve been where I am now sooner if I had done that back in the 
earlier years when I was starting my career.  Because there’s no one else, I realize 
now there’s no one else that’s going to do that for you if I sit in a corner and just 
do my job and I’m quiet.  Reflecting back, I think I would’ve been much further 
ahead, had I done that sooner. 
County Government Executive J discussed continual communication with her 
department as well as with leadership: 
But also, when I have meetings or have any interaction, if I get a moment of time 
with an executive level manager to let them know, just so you know this is what’s 
happening.  Because I don’t want to have an annual evaluation and you’re hearing 
everything all at once.  I want you to see and hear and know well ahead of time. 
Some discussed trying a formula and creating a practice of saying “thank you” 
and focusing on the contributions of others: 
Well, now I consider it to be different than it was back then, because there are 
some things that I take credit for, but usually it’s a team effort to get things done.  
My team, even at our XX meetings, they’ll say, “We thank the director for 
bringing this forward,” and then I will have something to say about that, but then 
I’ll say, “And I want to thank my team, and so-and-so and so-and-so and so-and 
174 
so.”  I don’t know if to you that doesn’t sound different, but to me, it feels very 
different than the way it was back then. (County Government Executive E) 
It’s a little bit different role. I do brag about what everybody else does.  
Not me.  It’s what they do.  That works out well for the position that I’m in, 
because people like to be recognized for the good work that they do.  So I’ve been 
putting a focus on that. (County Government Executive L) 
Now when people say compliments I say, “Thank you.  Thank you very 
much.”  Or I’ll say, “Thank you, and it was a team effort.  All of us did it,” but 
that’s all I’ll do.  So I’ve really learned to do that.  That was hard though, really 
hard. (County Government Executive F) 
Embracing one’s sexuality.  This strategy was identified as a counterpart to 
infusing sex/gender role confusion in the workplace in the nine domains of women’s 
personal power framework.  Infusing sex/gender role confusion in the workplace is 
defined as having an awareness of gender and sex role stereotypes.  Infusing sex/gender 
role confusion in the workplace was referenced by four participants nine times and 
thought to counteract the effects of two self-sabotaging behaviors (Table 41).  This 
strategy was referenced the least of the nine domains of women’s personal power. 
Participants discussed working in environments early in their careers in which 
they were subjected to gender bias and harassment.  County Government Executive C 
described standing up for herself: 
I got told once they go, “You must have a really nice personality because the 
clients really like you.”  I said, “I’ll give you that.  I probably have a nice enough  
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Table 41. Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Embracing One’s Sexuality 
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Addressed by Embracing One’s Sexuality 
Self-sabotaging behavior category 
Frequency 
Participants References % 
Infusing sex/gender role confusion 4 8   89 
Thinking too small 1 1   11 
Misunderstanding one’s self 0 0     0 
Not taking time for reflection 0 0     0 
Fear and worry 0 0     0 
Holding back 0 0     0 
Dishonesty 0 0     0 
Disempowering other women 0 0     0 
Isolating 0 0     0 
Total - 9 100 
Note. Bold indicates the self-sabotaging behavior connected to this strategy in the nine domains 
of women’s personal power framework. 
 
personality.  But if I really sucked at my work, they would not use us.  Let’s go 
with the, I’m good at the [work].”  But you still have to battle the presumption 
that it’s because you’re nice or because you’re motherly or because whatever. 
That they didn’t ask the men those questions or presume that about the men. 
County Government Executive L described making conscious decisions in high 
school so that she would avoid gender stereotyped pathways: “I didn’t learn to type when 
I was at high school, on purpose, because I didn’t want to be siloed into doing that.”  She 
went on to describe working in male-only environments early in her career: 
You go into the bathroom and there’s Playboy magazines and things like that, 
because women just weren’t in the workforce.  But I was more of a rebel, I guess, 
when I was in my early 20s.  So I do remember being whistled at a couple times 
back in the day, and turning around and saying, “Stop.  You can whistle at your 
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dog.  Don’t whistle at me.”  But I found that, by pushing back, that I was able to 
earn some respect by doing that.  
Although laws have changed, she shared how she remains conscious of gender 
bias today: 
Sometimes, depending on who’s in the [room].  If I’m going into a room and I 
know that there’s a lot of assertive, aggressive men, I’ll speak a little louder and 
make sure that I’m first, because they tend to want to be first and talk over 
everybody.  And if I’m not first then I’m not given the opportunity to speak.  
When exploring dress, many participants expressed that they did not dress sexy at 
work.  County Government Executive B focused on dressing in ways she defined as 
practical: 
So I switched like there’s no spike heels.  You got to have either flats or like the 
block type heel or something and pants.  If you’re going to go to a meeting and 
you’re going to get into your boss’s truck and it’s this high, you better not be in a 
skirt.  And you can’t make excuses.  You just have to go to that unplanned 
meeting or whatever. 
County Government Executive G remembered learning a lesson early in life that 
professional does not need to be defined by masculine standards: 
My mother told me when I was in my teen years that in her time in the office and 
she still works, but when she was starting out, that women executives felt like 
they needed to dress like a man in order to gain the respect that they needed.  So, 
she told me that she hoped that when I became an executive that I would keep my 
femininity and not try to look like a man.  That’s where I learned it and I 
177 
remember being conscious of it, but that’s good for me because I always knew 
that how you look is the first impression that you make and if you don’t look 
professional then you’re not going to be taken seriously that way. 
Key Findings 
Nine participants completed a survey and participated in an interview to explore 
self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by county government executives.  Quantitative 
data from the survey instrument addressed Research Questions 1 and 2, and qualitative 
data from interviews were responsive to all research questions.  Twenty key findings 
resulted from a review of the data. 
Key Finding: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
1. The top five self-sabotaging behaviors were different between survey and interview 
data. 
2. Fear and worry was the number one most experienced self-sabotaging behavior 
according to interview data with nine sources and 49 references. 
3. Thinking too small was ranked as the sixth most experienced self-sabotaging behavior 
on the survey and second in the interviews, with eight sources and 48 references. 
4. Fear and worry (18%), thinking too small (16%), and holding back (15%) were 
referenced the most overall by participants in surveys and interviews. 
5. Minimizing one’s value, a behavior of thinking too small, was the most referenced 
self-sabotaging behavior with a total of eight sources and 25 references. 
6. Four participants (44%) viewed some of the behaviors in the category of dishonesty as 
political skills and not self-sabotaging behaviors. 
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7. Eight out of nine participants (89%) referenced childhood, cultural, or social 
upbringing 21 times when referring to the source of self-sabotaging behavior patterns. 
8. External barriers can lead to or be internalized and manifest as self-sabotaging 
behaviors. 
Key Findings: Impact of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
1. All (100%) county government executives in this study agreed that self-sabotaging 
behaviors have an impact on career development. 
2. All (100%) of participants thought self-sabotaging behaviors were most likely to have 
an impact of health and wellness, which was the most referenced side effect of self-
sabotaging behaviors (32% of references).  
3. The top three impacts of self-sabotaging behaviors were health and wellness, 
reputation, and career progression. 
4. Fear and worry, thinking too small, holding back, and infusing sex/gender role 
confusion in the workplace were all thought to propagate other behaviors. 
5. Participants perceived that fear and worry led to six other self-sabotaging behaviors 
and thinking too small led to five other self-sabotaging behaviors. 
Key Findings: Strategies Used to Counteract Effects of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
1. Six participants (67%) referenced 26 times that experience gained with age helped to 
overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.  
2. All strategies were found to address more than one self-sabotaging behavior. 
3. Embracing one’s sexuality was the least frequently cited strategy with nine references 
from four participants. 
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4. Building a power web was the most frequently referenced strategy with 83 references 
by nine participants. 
5. The top five strategies—building a power web, acting with confidence, recognizing 
women’s unique destiny, cultivating self-intimacy, and constructive preparation—
account for 80.2% of all references related to strategies. 
6. Acting with confidence was the number one strategy referenced to address thinking 
too small, which is different than what is defined in the nine domains of women’s 
personal power framework. 
7. Building a power web was the number one strategy referenced to address thinking too 
small, which is different than what is defined in the nine domains of women’s personal 
power framework. 
Summary 
This explanatory sequential mixed methods study identified and explored the self-
sabotaging behaviors, impacts of those behaviors, and strategies female county 
government executives used to counteract the effects of the behaviors.  Data were 
collected through the use of a 10-item survey instrument and a 13-question 
semistructured interview protocol.  Chapter IV presented the quantitative and qualitative 
data in tables and narrative form, concluding with a list of 20  key findings.  Chapter V 
explores these findings further to identify major and unexpected findings.  Conclusions, 
implications for action, recommendations for future research, and reflections are also 
included in this final chapter. 
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Introducing this study, Chapter I included an overview of women’s history in the 
workplace, issues with persistent underrepresentation of women, women working in 
government, and reasons for lack of parity in the workplace.  Chapter II explored the 
context in which the research was situated within existing academic and professional 
literature.  Chapter III described the methodology used for the study followed by a 
detailed presentation of data in Chapter IV.  Chapter V, the final chapter of this study, 
provides a summary of the purpose statement, research questions, methodology, and 
population.  Additionally, this chapter outlines major and unexpected findings, 
conclusions, implications for action, and recommendations for future research.  It 
concludes with reflections from the researcher. 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to identify and describe self-
sabotaging behaviors experienced by female county government executives and to 
explore the impact these behaviors have had on their career development.  A secondary 
purpose of this study was to identify strategies employed by female county government 
executives to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. 
Research Questions 
Three research questions guided this study: 
1. Which self-sabotaging behaviors have female county government executives 
experienced throughout their leadership careers? 
2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female 
county government executives? 
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3. What strategies did female county government executives use throughout their 
leadership careers to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors? 
Methodology 
This study was guided by faculty and a team of peer researchers.  Together, the 
peer researchers formed a thematic study with the interest of studying the self-sabotaging 
behaviors experienced by female leaders in various industries.  Thematic consistency was 
created through collaboration on the purpose statement, research questions, quantitative 
and qualitative instruments, and research procedures. 
Together, the thematic team evaluated and determined the best methodology to 
explore the research questions.  Creswell and Poth (2018) acknowledged that choosing 
the appropriate design was one of the most critical tasks in preparing for research.  It is 
well established that some research questions are better answered by using both 
qualitative and quantitative approaches instead of one (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019; 
Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).  The 
thematic team of peer researchers believed this question would be more fully addressed 
by employing both qualitative and quantitative approaches.  Subsequently, an explanatory 
sequential mixed methods research design was used for this study.   
 This research design began with a quantitative design followed by qualitative 
methods.  A defining feature of the explanatory sequential mixed methods design is its 
two integration points (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).  For purposes of this study, a 10-
item survey instrument was first sent to participants to identify which self-sabotaging 
behaviors they had experienced and any perceived impact.  The top five self-sabotaging 
behaviors reported in the survey were then integrated into the next qualitative phase, 
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which served as the first integration point in the research design.  The qualitative phase 
included a semistructured interview protocol in which in-person or virtual interviews 
were held with each participant.  Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes.  The 
second and final integration point of the research design occurred when data collected 
from the survey instrument and interview protocol were combined and analyzed.  These 
data were presented in Chapter IV. 
Population and Sample 
The population is a group of people with specific criteria a researcher studies 
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2014).  The population for this study included 
female county government executives in California; it was approximated that there were 
405 of them at the time of this study.  The sample was narrowed to include only nine 
female county government executives in Southern California.  McMillan and 
Schumacher (2010) noted that this is within the acceptable range of participants for 
mixed methods studies.  A purposeful, convenience sampling approach was used to 
conduct the sample selection process.   
County government executives may include chief executive/administrative 
officers, chief executives, or department heads.  This role is responsible for day-to-day 
administrative and financial operations of an entire county or department.  Critically, the 
county government executive is responsible for ensuring that the county or department 
meets the needs of its citizens.  Participants in the sample needed to meet the following 
criteria: 
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• be female;  
• work for a county in Southern California, to include Imperial, Kern, Los Angeles, 
Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, San Diego, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, or 
Ventura counties; 
• hold an executive-level classification, with responsibility for the county or a county 
department; 
• have at least one year of experience in their current role. 
Major Findings 
Quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed to answer the three research 
questions.  A review of these data resulted in 20 key findings that were presented in 
Chapter IV.  Subsequently, 12 major findings were identified: 
1. Participants self-identified experiencing more self-sabotaging behaviors when telling 
their story than when labeling through a survey. 
2. The top three self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by participants were fear and 
worry, thinking too small, and holding back. 
3. Participants identified minimizing their value as the most experienced self-
sabotaging behavior. 
4. External barriers can lead to or be internalized and manifest as self-sabotaging 
patterns.   
5. Participants perceived that self-sabotaging behaviors impact career development. 
6. Participants perceived that self-sabotaging behaviors impact overall personal health 
and wellness. 
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7. Participants perceived that self-sabotaging behaviors lead to other self-sabotaging 
behaviors. 
8. Participants identified experiencing fewer self-sabotaging behaviors as they aged and 
gained more experience. 
9. All strategies in the nine domains of women’s personal power framework were 
identified to be versatile, addressing more than one self-sabotaging behavior. 
10. Participants identified building a power web, acting with confidence, and 
recognizing women’s unique destiny as primary strategies to address thinking too 
small, which is different than what was identified in the framework.  
11. Building a power web was identified as the most commonly used strategy to address 
self-sabotaging behaviors.  
12. Participants perceived building a power web, acting with confidence, recognizing 
women’s unique destiny, cultivating self-intimacy, and constructive preparation as 
the most effective strategies to address self-sabotaging behaviors. 
Unexpected Findings 
This study resulted in three unexpected findings related to disagreement with 
categorization of some behaviors and the effects of age and upbringing. 
The first unexpected finding was that some self-sabotaging behaviors were 
viewed as political strategies necessary for career advancement or success.  Specifically, 
participants disagreed with the categorization of some behaviors in the category of 
dishonesty.  To be clear, participants admonished lying, deceit, cheating, or fraudulent 
behavior; however, disagreement occurred when exploring behaviors in which people 
were dishonest with themselves.  Examples of dishonesty include saying “yes” when 
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meaning “no,” being nice as a way to avoid confrontation, or staying silent when 
speaking up would be best.  These behaviors were considered self-sabotaging because 
they diminish authenticity and personal power (Lerner, 2012).  Additionally, these 
behaviors perpetuate the double bind experienced by women (Brescoll, 2016) and can 
result in inaction or misalignment of priorities (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).  Some 
participants referenced experiencing these behaviors and spoke of lessons learned—many 
of which occurred very early in their careers and others they still contend with today.  
While some participants did reference behaviors in alignment with the literature, others 
offered an alternative view.  Two of the five participants (40%) who identified as saying 
yes when meaning no did not think this behavior led to negative consequences.  On the 
contrary, it was accepted as part of the job and a way to gain further opportunities.  They 
explained the opposite would be true—saying no would be detrimental.  Additionally, 
four participants (44%) described it as unrealistic and inadvisable to consistently voice 
unedited opinions.  Instead, they offered political strategies to ensure that their voice was 
heard, manage relationships, and achieve mutual goals.  Indeed, these strategies avoided 
the pitfalls of self-sabotaging behaviors associated with dishonesty established by the 
literature.  The differences in the motivations behind the behaviors is a critical distinction 
and likely the cause for success or self-sabotage. 
The second unexpected finding was related to the impact of one’s upbringing on 
mindset and behaviors.  As a result of the research, it was found that childhood, cultural, 
and social upbringing experiences influence the formation of self-sabotaging thought 
patterns and behaviors.  This was an unexpected finding because the research questions 
did not explore sources for the origin of self-sabotaging behaviors.  Despite this, eight 
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participants (89%) referenced childhood, cultural, or social upbringing 21 times when 
referring to the source of self-sabotaging behavior patterns.  Cultural and social 
upbringing was referenced most often in relation to thinking too small.  This aligns with 
Ruderman’s (2006) finding that personal identities and self-perceptions created in 
childhood are carried forward in life.  Critically, paradigms and behavioral patterns 
formed early in life had a long-lasting impact and later influenced the professional lives 
of participants.   
The third unexpected finding was that participants identified experiencing fewer 
self-sabotaging behaviors as they aged and gained more experience.  This was 
unexpected as the interview protocol did not ask about the influence of maturity.  Despite 
this, six participants (67%) referenced 26 times that the experience gained with age was 
helpful for overcoming self-sabotaging behaviors.  Like the influence the formative years 
had on their professional lives, experiences gained during early and mid-career helped 
participants to gain confidence to embrace their authentic selves. 
Conclusions 
 This study identified and explored the self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by 
female county government executives throughout their careers.  Additionally, it explored 
the impact of self-sabotaging behaviors and identified strategies used to counteract the 
impacts.  Data collected yielded 20 key findings, 12 major findings, and three unexpected 
findings.  Subsequently, the following conclusions were formed about self-sabotaging 
behaviors experienced by female county government executives, impacts of the 
behaviors, and strategies used to counteract the impacts. 
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Conclusion 1 
Female county government executives are most likely to experience career and 
personal setbacks as a result of fear and worry, thinking too small, and holding back. 
Participants identified fear and worry as the most experienced self-sabotaging 
behavior during interviews.  It appeared third on the survey.  Nine participants (100%) 
described experiencing this behavior with a total of 49 references.  Thinking too small 
was ranked as the sixth most experienced self-sabotaging behavior on the survey and 
second in the interviews, with eight sources and 48 references.  Minimizing one’s value, 
a behavior of thinking too small, was the most referenced self-sabotaging behavior with a 
total of eight sources and 25 references.  Holding back (33%) and fear and worry (33%) 
were identified by participants as having the most impact on females attempting to 
advance their careers.  Together, the self-sabotaging behavior categories of fear and 
worry, thinking too small, and holding back accounted for nearly half (49%) of all self-
sabotaging behaviors referenced in the survey and interviews. 
Indeed, the prevalence of these behaviors demands attention.  Fear and worry is 
characterized by behaviors such as rumination, resisting change, impression management, 
imposter syndrome, and concern for how one is viewed.  Ultimately, fear and worry is 
entrenched in navigating societal expectations and anxiety about others’ perceptions.  
Each of these behaviors redirects the individual’s attention from the present, trapping it in 
the past or the future.  Importantly, fear and worry can lead to negative and unproductive 
emotions and behaviors (Brown, 2006; Hartling et al., 2000; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 
2018; Hutchins et al., 2018; Ryder & Briles, 2003).  Participants echoed this, describing 
self-doubt, holding back, and thinking too small, as impacts of fear and worry. 
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Thinking too small involves behaviors such as minimizing one’s value, staying 
within one’s comfort zone, blaming others, and making perfection a standard.  These 
behaviors all have connections with self-doubt.  Self-doubt is related to perfectionism and 
not competence (Brown, 2007; Kay & Shipman, 2014).  Participants attributed their 
reasons for thinking too small to factors such as social and cultural upbringings and the 
lack of female representation in senior roles.  Some described processes, external 
barriers, and policies as reasons for thinking too small.  Regardless of the reason, the 
impact of thinking too small remains—undermining credibility, failure to promote, 
aversion to risk, and loss of influence (Barrett & Greene, 2019; Humphrey, 2018; Ibarra 
et al., 2013; Kay & Shipman, 2014; Kersey, 2019; Lublin, 2018; Marcus, 2011). 
Holding back was the third most referenced self-sabotaging behavior by 
participants.  Holding back despite having the answer (19%), not speaking up in a group 
(13.8%), and apologizing unnecessarily (13.8%) were the behaviors most referenced by 
female county government executives.  The literature indicated that holding back occurs 
for a variety of reasons including concern for managing perceptions, lack of confidence, 
and wanting to please everyone (Brown, 2018; Ford, 2010; Hauser, 2018; Helgesen & 
Goldsmith, 2018).  Participants echoed similar reasons for holding back and offered 
additional motivators such as the desire to observe and learn, smoothing over difficult 
situations, and navigating double binds.  Holding back can be especially detrimental 
related to recruitment efforts as the lack of representation leads women to question if they 
belong or fails to manifest (Brands & Fernandez-Mateo, 2017)—a question echoed by 
study participants.  In addition, Lerner (2012) warned against holding back because it 
blocks authenticity and the ability to reach one’s potential.   
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Although men may exhibit behaviors associated with fear and worry, thinking too 
small, and holding back, women disproportionately experience these behaviors (Kay & 
Shipman, 2014; Lerner 2012).  As described by Brands and Fernandez-Mateo (2017), if 
women do not see themselves in executive roles or are continuously unsuccessful in 
recruitments, they will self-select out of the process.  This is paramount because 
organizations and society benefit when women hold leadership roles in local government 
(Dittmar et al., 2017; Riccucci, 2009; Silbermann, 2015; UN Women, 2019).   
Conclusion 2 
Participants are less likely to self-identify as experiencing a self-sabotaging 
behavior if required to label it. 
Participants did not self-identify experiencing self-sabotaging behaviors on the 
survey at the same rate they did during interviews.  The top five most experienced self-
sabotaging behaviors were different between survey and interview responses.  
Additionally, when asked if self-sabotaging behaviors had impacted their career 
development, only 56% of participants agreed on the survey, whereas, 100% of 
participants described impacts during interviews.  The act of sharing one’s story is 
powerful and offers time for reflection.  Moreover, storytelling is rooted in lived 
experiences rich with emotion.  Unlike surveys in which individuals must characterize 
their behaviors with a single label, storytelling allows participants to speak their truth in a 
nuanced way.  This distinction is important as it provides the psychological safety 
necessary to demonstrate vulnerability and avoid the trappings of having paralyzing 
concern for others’ perceptions—a key characteristic of fear and worry and holding back.  
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Conclusion 3 
Self-sabotaging behaviors impact the whole person, resulting in personal and 
professional consequences. 
All participants indicated that they experienced impacts of self-sabotaging 
behaviors to varying degrees.  These impacts extended beyond the professional realm 
into their personal lives.  Compromised health and wellness due to excessive stress was 
the primary consequence of self-sabotaging behaviors.  Reputation and career 
progression rounded out the top three impacts of self-sabotaging behaviors.  Critically, 
when individuals struggle with health and wellness, their ability to fulfill their potential is 
affected as their physical, emotional, and psychological energy is drained by stress.   
Conclusion 4 
Self-sabotaging behaviors perpetuate other self-sabotaging behaviors. 
Chapter IV detailed participants’ experiences and reasons that were cause for the 
self-sabotaging behaviors.  Four self-sabotaging behaviors were perceived to be the cause 
of other self-sabotaging behaviors.  Fear and worry, thinking too small, holding back, and 
infusing sex/gender role confusion in the workplace were all thought to propagate other 
behaviors.  Fear and worry and thinking too small were the primary sources, with fear 
and worry leading to six other self-sabotaging behaviors and thinking too small leading to 
five other behaviors.  Participants repeatedly described interconnected behaviors.  
Critically, as the most experienced self-sabotaging behavior, the impacts of fear and 
worry extend beyond immediate consequences by creating other self-sabotaging patterns.  
Participants described the self-sabotaging behaviors as self-fulfilling prophecies in which 
beliefs are manifested through actions.   
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Conclusion 5 
Female county government executives must increase their awareness of external 
barriers, gender bias, and upbringing to better understand the origins of the self-
sabotaging behaviors they experience. 
Disempowering behavior from others and external barriers perpetuate inequity 
and underrepresentation as well as fuel the existence of self-sabotaging behaviors.  
Additionally, they can serve as a catalyst for women to find their strength and stand up 
against gender bias.  Participant responses were consistent with the literature noting 
second generation gender bias (Ibarra et al., 2013) as well as overt discrimination.  As 
noted by Demaiter and Adams (2009), some participants downplayed the significance of 
gender, yet their stories provided a different perspective.  Moreover, many of the 
strategies used to combat the impact of self-sabotaging behaviors were born from a 
personal experience with gender bias or the experience of self-sabotaging behavior.  
Finally, many of the behaviors used as examples of fear and worry, thinking too small, 
and holding back were attributed to what Brescoll (2016) referred to as the double bind.  
Further, 89% of participants referenced their childhood, cultural, or social 
upbringing 21 times when referring to the source of self-sabotaging behavior patterns.  
Personal upbringing and family role models were also referenced for reasons they felt so 
strongly about empowering women.  These formative experiences laid the foundation for 
personal beliefs, self-image, and behaviors.  It is important for women to understand the 
influence of their upbringing to identify how it helps them find strength and where it may 
present challenges. 
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Conclusion 6 
Female county government executives gain confidence throughout their careers, 
which empowers them to embrace their personal power. 
All participants described gaining confidence throughout their careers, attributing 
this learning to multiple variables.  Six participants (67%) specifically referenced (26 
times) that experience gained with age helped them to overcome self-sabotaging 
behaviors.  Participants described accepting themselves and leading with more 
authenticity—less constrained by self-sabotaging behaviors such as fear and worry and 
holding back.  Participants also discussed shedding thinking too small behaviors by 
stepping into their confidence by worrying less about how others perceive them—a 
critical step acknowledged by Eurich (2019).  Participants also focused on overcoming 
self-sabotaging behaviors by leading with purpose.  This is in alignment with the 
literature in which confidence is connected with personal power (Capron, 2014; Demaiter 
& Adams, 2009; Hill & Wheat, 2017; Kay & Shipman, 2014; Montgomery, 2019) and 
understanding purpose is identified as a powerful method for female leaders (Ibarra et al, 
2013; Lerner, 2012) to realize their potential. 
Conclusion 7 
Female county government executives should invest energy in building a power 
web, learning how to act with confidence, identifying their purpose, developing practices 
that promote self-reflection, and identifying strategies to constructively prepare for 
challenges, to avoid or mitigate the effects of self-sabotaging behaviors. 
Developed through existing literature, the nine domains of women’s personal 
power framework identified nine strategies to counteract the effects of self-sabotaging 
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behaviors.  The framework specifically linked one strategy with a single self-sabotaging 
behavior.  Findings from this study revealed that all strategies were perceived by 
participants to address more than one self-sabotaging behavior; however, five strategies 
were primarily used.  Building a power web, acting with confidence, recognizing 
women’s unique destiny, cultivating self-intimacy, and constructive preparation 
accounted for 80.2% of all references related to strategies. 
These strategies empower women to act from their personal power and control 
their destiny rather than react to the situation (Lerner, 2012).  People are wired for 
connection and building a power web creates a network of sponsors, confidants, and 
mentors who can help process challenges when gender bias is experienced, offer 
alternative perspectives and strategies, and help individuals realize their personal power 
(Eurich, 2019; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Ibarra et al., 2013; Lerner, 2012). 
Participants identified building a power web as the most used strategy, which aligns with 
literature related to the effectiveness of mentoring (Capron, 2014; Cech & Blair-Loy, 
2010; Coogan & Chen, 2007; Demaiter & Adams, 2009; Hill & Wheat, 2017).  Critically, 
it is through the connection with others that participants can find their personal power and 
navigate organizations and political situations to achieve their unique destiny.  Indeed, 
power webs are critical to success.   
Implications for Action 
The findings of this study expand the existing body of research related to female 
county government executives and self-sabotaging behaviors, the impacts of those 
behaviors, and strategies used to counteract effects of the behaviors.  Further, there are 
several implications for action that support women embracing their personal power and 
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addressing the lack of gender parity in county government leadership roles.  The 
following implications could have an individual focus; any woman is able to follow these 
suggestions as applicable to support her development.  Implications were intentionally 
written with a focus on organizational effort because underrepresentation of women in 
leadership roles has less to do with the individual competence of a person and more to do 
with the internalized external barriers and second-generation gender bias embedded 
within organizations.  As one participant described it, helping women realize their 
personal power by overcoming self-sabotaging behaviors “not only helps them [women] 
personally with their careers, but it helps the organization as well.” 
Implication 1 
Organizations must increase awareness of self-sabotaging behaviors to reduce 
stigma and promote action. 
Organizations, including county government, professional associations, leadership 
development companies, and nonprofits focused on developing female leaders should 
incorporate information from this study into their formal and informal learning programs. 
Specifically, increasing awareness of self-sabotaging behaviors included in the nine 
domains of women’s personal power framework will reduce stigma related to these 
behaviors, encouraging women to more readily identify behaviors they experience.  
Additionally, this expands the conversation to include all the ways in which women 
inadvertently hold themselves back instead of focusing on only a few ways.  This 
awareness and recognition of the behavior can lead women to employ strategies to 
counteract the behaviors.  
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Implication 2 
Organizations must develop leadership development programs for women. 
 Successful organizations understand that developing talent from within is a 
winning strategy.  This is especially true for local government organizations in which 
employees are tenured and often stay with a single organization for their career.  
Organizations would benefit by supplementing existing leadership development programs 
with programs designed specifically for women.  Programming should be available to 
next generation talent, aspiring leaders, and existing leaders in cohort and open-
enrollment modalities.  Content should focus on helping participants identify personal, 
professional, and life purposes, as well as strengths and development opportunities, 
sources of confidence, executive presence, influencing, and career planning.  While many 
of these topics are often included in general leadership programs, viewing these topics 
through the lens of the unique experiences of women in leadership will serve as a solid 
foundation for promoting women in leadership. 
Implication 3 
Organizations must implement transition and onboarding coaching for female 
leaders. 
Role transitions are critical points in a person’s career that have an impact on the 
leader, team, and organization.  Special attention should focus on helping individuals 
navigate this transition—whether it is an administrative change or promoting to a new 
role—to support leader effectiveness and operational success.  Organizations should 
implement transition and onboarding coaching programs for women leaders as this is a 
critical time in which the effects of self-sabotaging behaviors are likely to be amplified. 
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Implication 4  
Organizations must develop mentoring programs for women with a focus on self-
sabotaging behaviors. 
 Organizations need to develop and facilitate mentoring programs for women.  Part 
of the program should focus on training mentors and mentees about self-sabotaging 
behaviors and effective strategies.  Special focus should be concentrated on fear and 
worry, thinking too small, and holding back—the three self-sabotaging behaviors female 
county government executives are most likely to experience.  Mentors should be trained 
in effective coaching techniques to help facilitate insight and empower women as well as 
to learn how to serve as a sponsor and ally.  Additionally, mentorship programs should 
include both male and female mentors, with opportunities for mentees to participate in 
highly visible, strategic projects.  Mentorship programs should be facilitated by county 
government leadership and organizational development teams.  Additionally, professional 
organizations and nonprofits supporting women in government should offer mentoring 
programs.  Finally, intercounty mentorship programs should be established between 
counties to offer differing perspectives and experiences and to expand visibility of talent 
pools.  
Implication 5 
County governments must facilitate women’s leadership affinity groups. 
 Organizations that create and facilitate a space for women to connect, support, 
and learn from one another will thrive.  Organizations that choose to rely on individuals 
to self-organize lose the opportunity to develop talent and risk excluding junior or less-
connected women.  Affinity groups could include social activities that bring women 
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leaders together such as lunches, in-person and virtual learning opportunities, and formal 
networking sessions.  Aspiring female leaders should be included in these sessions to 
provide exposure and learning opportunities. 
Implication 6 
County governments must highlight female leaders. 
 Women are less likely to envision themselves in a senior leadership role if they do 
not see others like them in similar roles.  This has far-reaching implications throughout 
the leadership pipeline, beginning with entry-level positions.  County government 
organizations should highlight female leaders at all levels of the organization through 
internal communication campaigns, leader panels, internal and external awards and 
recognition, and other available opportunities such as women’s conferences and 
celebrating women’s history month and International Women’s Day.  Critically, women 
at all levels of the organization must see the success of women celebrated in order to 
envision themselves in those roles.  
Implication 7 
Organizations must integrate knowledge of self-sabotaging behaviors in 
recruitment practices. 
 Recruitment efforts for leadership roles throughout the organization should have a 
special focus on marketing to women.  Messaging related to common practices such as 
self-selecting out, opting out too early, or thinking too small could be included as call 
outs in recruitment advertisements, marketing campaigns, and social media strategies.  
This would increase awareness of the behaviors so that women avoid self-sabotaging 
behaviors.  Additionally, it provides for more robust talent pools to support 
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organizational retention, engagement, and performance.  Organizations could also offer 
incentives for referrals by establishing “tell-a-friend” campaigns encouraging existing 
leaders to encourage qualified female applicants to apply.  Recruitment training could 
also focus on the reasons women are likely to opt out of the recruitment process too early 
or not compete at all as a way to encourage women to avoid self-sabotaging behaviors.  
Recruiters should be trained to coach applicants and advise them against opting out too 
early for reasons related to self-sabotaging behaviors.  Finally, county government 
recruitment teams should partner with organizations that work with girls and schools to 
showcase women in government and the different roles and impact a career in 
government can create. 
Implication 8 
County governments must develop rotation programs and promote stretch 
assignments. 
 Women are more likely to have confidence to go to the next level when they 
already have some experience.  County government organizations should develop and 
manage rotation programs related to specific leadership career paths.  This would enable 
individuals to obtain valuable experience to advance their career and benefit the 
organization.  Additionally, it could help women explore career options that would have 
otherwise been avoided.  Organizations should also develop stretch assignment 
guidelines and promote the use of this development practice throughout the organization.  
Stretch assignments should be visible and have a strategic impact.  Involvement with 
these assignments would provide valuable experience and visibility that promotes female 
talent within the organization.  
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Implication 9 
The researcher must present the findings of this dissertation at conferences and in 
partnership with professional organizations and groups. 
 The researcher should present the findings of this research, including strategies 
for women to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors at relevant conferences related to 
women in leadership, women in government, and aspiring female leaders and related to 
the public sector.  Findings from this research are relevant to leaders within organizations 
who are interested in developing talent and thriving as an organization. 
Implication 10 
The researcher must write a book focused on empowering female county 
government leaders to reach their potential. 
 There is a dearth of resources focused on county government leaders and even 
fewer resources dedicated to women in county government leadership.  The researcher 
should author a book expanding the content and depth of what was explored in this study 
to increase awareness and reduce stigma associated with self-sabotaging behaviors.  
Detailed strategies individuals and organizations should take to ensure they continue to 
support the development of all talent within the organization should also be included. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
Based on the findings of the study, additional research could be conducted to 
expand the research.  Conducting a meta-analysis, exploring other roles, changing 
qualifying criteria, including other geographic regions, and incorporating the intersection 
of gender, race, and culture could all provide meaningful perspectives that deepen county 
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government executives’ collective understanding of self-sabotaging behaviors and 
women in county government. 
Recommendation 1: Conduct a Meta-Analysis 
Two other studies were conducted concurrently and a fourth is in process.  A 
meta-analysis should be conducted to determine the similarities and differences between 
the different populations: superintendents, judicial officers, law enforcement officers, and 
county government executives. 
Recommendation 2: Replication Study With Different Participant Criteria 
No specific demographic information was used to identify participants.  
Opportunity for additional research includes replicating the study and using different 
participant criteria such as age, culture, and race and ethnicity to determine if the 
intersectionality of these factors influences self-sabotaging behaviors experienced, or the 
impact or strategies used to overcome the effects. 
Different ages.  Age was not a requirement for this study; however, all 
participants were older than 45.  Overcoming self-sabotaging behaviors was attributed to 
experience and age by 67% of participants.  It is recommended that younger participants 
should be studied to determine the effect of age. 
Specific cultures.  Childhood and cultural upbringing were referenced repeatedly 
by participants.  It is recommended that this study be replicated with specific cultures and 
then a comparison conducted to determine universal and unique experiences. 
Specific race and ethnicity.  Race was mentioned by select participants as 
having a unique impact on their personal experiences.  It is recommended that race and 
ethnicity be included as criteria to explore universal and unique experiences. 
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Recommendation 3: Replication Study With Different Populations 
 The sample for this study included female county government executives in 
Southern California who had at least one year of experience in that role. 
 Different geographic regions.  Participants working in the 10 most-southern 
counties in California, identified as Southern California were included in this study.  
With a total of 58 counties, different geographic regions should be explored.  Further, this 
study could be expanded to all counties within the United States. 
 Different roles.  When women self-select out of recruitment processes or are not 
competitive due to performance, the pipeline for future talent at high levels dwindles.  It 
is recommended that this study be replicated with other roles to determine the universal 
and unique experiences between roles. 
 Stuck in career.  Participants in this study had achieved career success by 
ascending to the most senior levels of leadership within the organization.  It is 
recommended that a replication study be conducted with individuals who have been 
unsuccessful in promotional recruitment processes.  This will further explore the impacts 
of self-sabotaging behaviors and ineffective strategies. 
Recommendation 4: Case Study 
 This study relied on the perception and self-reporting of the participants.  The top 
five most experienced self-sabotaging behaviors reported through the survey were 
different than those reported through interviews.  Additionally, 56% of survey 
respondents believed self-sabotaging behaviors had an impact on their career 
development efforts; however, 100% of participants reported impacts during interviews.  
A case study is recommended to observe participants over multiple days and in multiple 
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settings to witness behaviors and debrief thought processes and impacts with participants.  
This is intended to further explore the discrepancy in reporting between survey and 
interview data. 
Recommendation 5: Explore and Compare Strategies Used by Men and Women 
Although women experience these behaviors disproportionately and often as a 
result of internalizing external barriers, some behaviors are nonetheless experienced by 
both sexes.  It is recommended that the self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by both be 
studied, including the universal and unique experiences, impacts, and strategies.  
Recommendation 6: Explores Antecedents of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors 
 Throughout interviews, participants offered explanations for the origins of their 
self-sabotaging behaviors and thoughts.  Many of these explanations were rooted in 
childhood, social, and cultural upbringing.  Other explanations were attributed to the 
internalization of or response to external barriers or the culture of the public sector.  It is 
recommended that further research be conducted to explore the source of self-sabotaging 
behaviors of female leaders in government.  
Concluding Remarks and Reflections 
This chapter and study conclude with final remarks and reflections from the 
researcher.  Participants echoed what the literature revealed—the existence of external 
barriers rooted in gender bias, their influence on female leaders’ mindset, behavior, and 
experiences, and the relentless consequences of self-sabotaging behaviors.  Ever present 
in their stories of challenges and setbacks was their strength and drive to make an impact 
in the communities they serve.  This too, echoed what was presented in the literature 
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about the influence and long-lasting impact women in government have on individuals, 
organizations, and society.   
It was my immense honor to meet these women.  Each interview felt more like a 
mentoring session, soaking in their wisdom, empathizing with their challenges, and 
standing in awe of their successes.  Ultimately, I have great appreciation for their 
generosity in sharing their stories but also for their leadership to the counties they serve.  
Woven in their stories of their experiences were shining details of the impact their 
leadership has had on the people and organizations they lead.  I am fortunate to have met 
and learned from them and our citizens are fortunate to have such dynamic leaders and 
stewards. 
Self-sabotaging behaviors can function as a glass box—one that women construct 
around themselves.  Sometimes this occurs unintentionally, but too often, the beauty of 
glass offers false pretense.  Glass walls can be erected under the guise of protecting 
oneself against gender bias, navigating the double bind, or from internalizing external 
barriers.  Yet a closer look reveals that the glass obstructs instead of protects.  If we box 
ourselves in our minds, we view life through a window—always viewing but never 
participating.  This prevents us from realizing our own potential.  Women must know 
their value and purpose.  In this sense, their self-efficacy serves as a hammer, shattering 
self-imposed barriers.  It is imperative that women surround themselves with a power 
web and find their unique purpose to break through to their personal power.   
Truly, this experience impressed upon me the need for continued advocacy and 
support of female leaders in all industries, but especially local government.  
Internalization of gender bias and systematic external barriers are still present in 2020.  
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My sincere hope is that this work and my future work will help women realize the 
strength and beauty of their personal power so they can fulfill their unique purpose. 
I conclude by sharing one of my favorite quotes by Ram Dass: “We are all just 
walking each other home.”  Indeed, this phrase takes on new meaning following this 
research—perhaps home is the moment we realize our potential and the journey is 
learning that we had the strength to begin with.  We needed only to believe in our 
personal power to become it.  
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APPENDIX B 
Quantitative Survey Instrument Questions 
WOMEN’S POWER AND SELF-SABOTAGING BEHAVIOR 
Included in the Electronic Survey:  You are being asked to participate in a research study 
conducted by Jamie Crews, a doctoral student at Brandman University. The purpose of 
this explanatory mixed-method study was to identify and describe self-sabotaging 
behaviors experienced by female county government executives and to explore the 
impact these behaviors have on their career development.  A secondary purpose of this 
study was to identify strategies employed to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. 
Your participation in this survey is voluntary.  You are welcome to choose not to 
participate.  If you do decide you participate, you may withdraw at any time.   
The survey will take approximately 15-20 minutes to complete.  Your responses will be 
confidential.  Survey questions will pertain to your perceptions of identified self-
sabotaging behaviors you may have experienced throughout your career and the impact 
they may have had on your career development.    
Please review the following information: 
I understand that no information that identifies me will be released without my separate 
consent and all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowable by 
law.  If the study design of the use of data is to be changed I will be so informed and my 
consent re-obtained.  There are minimal risks associated with participating in this 
research.  I understand that the researcher will protect my confidentially by keeping the 
identity codes and research materials in a locked file drawer that is available only to the 
principal researcher.  I understand that I may refuse to participate or withdraw from the 
study at any time.  I understand that if I have any questions, comments or concerns about 
the study or informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice 
Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University at 16355 Laguna Canyon Rd. 
Irvine, C 92618 (949) 341-7641. 
If you have any questions about completing this survey or any aspects of this research, 
please contact Jamie Crews at jcrews@mail.brandman.edu or by phone at (xxx) xxx-
xxxx; or Dr. Myrna Cote, Advisor at mcote@brandman.edu.   
ELECTRONIC CONSENT:  Please select your choice below. 
Clicking on the “agree” button indicates that you have read this informed consent form 
and the information in this document and that you voluntarily agree to participate.  If you 
don’t wish to participate, you may decline by clicking the ‘disagree” button.  
Agree:  I acknowledge receipt of the complete Informed Consent packet and “Bill of 
Rights.” I have read the materials and give my consent to participate in the study. 
Disagree: I do not wish to participate in this electronic survey 
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INTRODUCTION  
“We have the power inside to be great,” says women’s advocate Helene Lerner, “but 
oftentimes it’s covered by false beliefs about ourselves.” Lerner’s book, In Her Power: 
Reclaiming Your Authentic Self (2012) maintains that women need to embrace their 
inherent power. “The world needs more women leaders,” Lerner says. “That means we 
[women] need to step out in ways we haven’t been.” To achieve true power, Lerner says 
women must first recognize and overcome its barriers. She describes nine common self-
sabotaging categories that hold women back.  A framework was adapted from Lerner’s 
thesis coupled with the work of Ryder and Briles from The SeXX Factor: Breaking the 
Codes that Sabotage Personal and Professional Lives (2003) to group female self-
sabotaging behaviors within nine overarching domains.   
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research on women’s personal power and 
self-sabotaging behavior. This study is focused on the following nine domains of 
Women’s Personal Power and nine corresponding categories of Sabotaging Behavior.  
1. Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny: THINKING TOO SMALL 
2. Constructive Preparation: FEAR AND WORRYING 
3. Owning all of One’s Self: MISUNDERSTANDING ONE’S SELF 
4. Honest Self-Expression: DISHONESTY 
5. Acting with Confidence: HOLDING BACK 
6. Cultivating Self-Intimacy: LACK OF SELF REFLECTION 
7. Building a Power Web: ISOLATING 
8. Inspiring Other Women: DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN 
9. Embracing One’s Sexuality: INFUSING SEX ROLE CONFUSION IN THE 
WORKPLACE 
 
It’s best not to ‘overthink’ the statements and respond with your first perceptual thought. 
It is anticipated you can complete this survey in 10-15 minutes. After you complete and 
submit the survey, the researcher will contact you to schedule an interview to explore 
your thoughts on these behaviors and how they may have an impact on women’s ability 
to move forward in her career. 
Directions: The following survey represents 9 categories of self-sabotaging behaviors. 
For each category there is a list of behaviors associated with each category.  Using the 
six-point scale for each behavior, please indicate how you have personally exhibited each 
behavior throughout your adult life as you progressed along in your career.   
1= Strongly Agree 
2= Agree 
3= Slightly Agree 
4= Slightly Disagree 
5= Disagree 
6= Strongly Disagree 
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1. POWER DOMAIN: Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny (Capacity to have a 
significant impact; living up to one’s potential)  SABOTAGING CATEGORY: 
THINKING TOO SMALL 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree Slightly 
Disagree  
Slightly 
Agree 
Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I blamed others for 
why things aren’t 
going well 
      
I minimized my 
value (“I’m just 
a…”) 
      
I did not have the 
courage to step out 
of my comfort zone 
      
I was not open to 
new experiences 
      
I often made 
perfection the 
standard in my life 
      
 
2. POWER DOMAIN: Constructive Preparation (Embraces, understands and 
accepts fear) SABOTAGING CATEGORY: FEAR AND WORRYING 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
Agree 
Somewhat 
Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I became 
anxious when 
thinking about a 
change in my 
career 
      
I felt out of 
control in an 
unfamiliar 
situation 
      
I resisted 
change 
      
I feared looking 
stupid  
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I felt like an 
imposter on the 
job 
      
I mulled over 
my mistakes  
      
I feared being 
rejected 
      
 
3. POWER DOMAIN: Owning all of One’s Self (Owns and appreciates 
accomplishments and limitations)  SABOTAGING CATEGORY: 
MISUNDERSTANDING ONE’S SELF 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
Agree 
Somewhat 
Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I could not accept 
compliments or 
praise 
      
I have been 
reluctant to seek 
out feedback that 
would help me 
improve 
      
I have focused on a 
person criticizing 
me 
      
I have been 
resistant to 
describe or talk 
about my 
accomplishments 
to others for fear of 
trumpeting ego 
      
I did not accepted 
parts of myself that 
needed 
development 
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4. POWER DOMAIN: Honest Self Expression (Accepting strengths and 
weaknesses)  SABOTAGING CATEGORY: DISHONESTY 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
Agree 
Somewhat 
Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I said “yes” to 
things when I 
actually wanted 
to say ‘no” 
      
I took sides when 
I really wanted to 
stay neutral 
      
I remained silent 
in a situation 
when it would 
have been best to 
speak up 
      
I have been nice 
as a way to avoid 
confrontation 
      
 
5. POWER DOMAIN: Acting with Confidence: Approaching obstacles with 
confidence; having the courage to step forward  SABOTAGING 
CATEGORY:  HOLDING BACK 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
Agree 
Somewhat 
Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I did not reach out 
for help when I 
needed it 
      
I have avoided 
criticism 
      
I made inflections 
rather than make 
bold statements a 
      
I have apologized 
unnecessarily  
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I have talked down 
to myself 
      
I preferred to sit in 
the back of the 
room at 
conferences or 
meetings 
      
I preferred not to 
speak up in a 
meeting or group 
discussion 
      
I have held back 
when I had the 
answer, question 
or thought because 
I was concerned 
about what other 
people think or the 
impression they 
will have of me  
      
I felt insecure 
towards balancing 
work and family 
obligations 
      
 
6. POWER DOMAIN: Cultivating Self Intimacy (Getting to know oneself more 
deeply)  SABOTAGING CATEGORY:  NOT TAKING TIME FOR 
REFLECTION 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
Agree 
Somewhat 
Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I have kept 
busy to avoid 
being alone 
      
I have not 
allowed myself 
to mourn losses 
or cry 
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I have not taken 
vacations when 
I could 
      
I have not 
allowed myself 
to experience 
“down time”  
      
I have hated to 
‘be wrong’ 
      
I have held a 
grudge with 
someone 
      
 
7. POWER DOMAIN: Building a Power Web (Building a network of personal and 
professional advisors for support)  SABOTAGING CATEGORY: 
ISOLATING 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
Agree 
Somewhat 
Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I have been 
afraid to reach 
out to people I 
didn’t already 
know 
      
I was unaware of 
the types of 
support needed 
to move ahead in 
my career 
      
I felt guilty for 
taking up too 
much of people’s 
time 
      
I have relied 
exclusively on 
female mentors 
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I relied only on 
networking 
upstream  
      
 
8. POWER DOMAIN: Inspiring Other Women (Ability to inspire and empower 
other females)  SABOTAGING CATEGORY:  DISEMPOWERING OTHER 
WOMEN 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
Agree 
Somewhat 
Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I have felt too 
busy to help 
other women 
      
I thought, why I 
should help 
other women 
since I did it the 
hard way 
      
I have felt 
jealous of other 
women who 
have ‘made it’ 
      
I have talked 
behind a 
woman’s back 
      
I have held 
women to a 
higher standard 
at work than 
men 
      
 
9. POWER DOMAIN: Embracing One’s Sexuality (Awareness of gender roles and 
sex role stereotypes)  SABOTAGING CATEGORY: INFUSING 
SEX/GENDER ROLE CONFUSION IN WORKPLACE 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
Agree 
Somewhat 
Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I have dressed 
sexy at work 
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I have squashed 
my natural 
feminine qualities 
      
I have exhibited 
male like 
qualities that 
aren’t part of my 
natural 
personality 
      
I have exhibited 
‘girl’ like 
behaviors such as 
twirling my hair 
or using baby talk 
      
I have flirted at 
work 
      
I have used 
prosodic speech 
or speech patterns 
(“Valley girl,” 
uptalk, vocal fry) 
      
I have conformed 
to societal gender 
expectations 
(cleaning up, 
taking notes, 
arranging food) 
      
 
10. Impact on Self-Sabotaging Behaviors on Women’s Career 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
Agree 
Somewhat 
Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I believe some of 
the behaviors 
listed in this 
survey have had an 
impact on my 
career 
development (lack 
of promotions, 
moving ahead in 
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career in a timely 
manner, lack of 
access to top 
positions etc.).   
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APPENDIX C 
Quantitative Survey Instrument Alignment Table 
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APPENDIX D 
Qualitative Instrument Interview Guide 
Interview Protocol – Interviewer’s Copy 
Participant: ________________________________ 
Date: _____________________________________ 
Organization: ___________________________________ 
 
INTERVIEWER SAYS:   
 
My name is Jamie Crews and I (a brief description of what you do for a living). I am a 
doctoral candidate at Brandman University in the area of Organizational Leadership.  I 
would like to thank you for participating in the Women and Self Sabotaging Behavior 
survey and volunteering to be interviewed to expand the depth of response.  
 
I will be conducting interviews with a number of female county government executives, 
such as yourself to hopefully provide a clear picture of self-sabotaging behaviors that can 
impact women’s career development efforts. In addition, I would like to explore any 
strategies you have used to overcome any identified self-sabotaging behaviors you 
experienced throughout your career.  The questions I will be asking are the same for each 
female senior leader in the public sector participating in the study.  The reason for this is 
to guarantee, as much as possible, that my interviews with all participating female senior 
leaders in the public sector will be conducted in the same manner. 
 
INFORMED CONSENT (required for Dissertation Research) 
 
Please let me remind you that your participation is completely voluntary and will greatly 
strengthen the study. If at any time you feel uncomfortable or would like to end the 
interview or not respond to a question, please let me know. Your information will be kept 
confidential, and your name will be changed to protect your identity. After I record and 
transcribe the data, I will send it to you via electronic mail so that you can check to make 
sure I have accurately captured your thoughts and ideas. 
 
Did you receive the Informed Consent and Brandman Bill of Rights I sent you via 
email?  Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document? 
 
I have provided a copy of the questions and list of self-sabotaging behaviors for the nine 
categories of sabotaging behavior defined in my research that I will ask for your 
reference; however, I may have follow-up questions if clarity is needed. The duration of 
this interview will take approximately 60 to 90 minutes.  Do you have any questions 
about the interview process? 
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PROTOCOL QUESTIONS 
 
1. Can you tell me a little about yourself and your career journey that brought you to 
the role you currently serve in today? 
 
2. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the 
sabotaging behavior category of THINKING TOO SMALL  
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that 
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts? 
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging 
behaviors in this category? 
 
3. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the 
sabotaging behavior category of FEAR AND WORRYING 
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that 
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts? 
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging 
behaviors in this category? 
 
4. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the 
sabotaging behavior category of MISUNDERSTANDING ONE’S SELF 
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that 
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts? 
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging 
behaviors in this category? 
 
5. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to 
the sabotaging behavior category of DISHONESTY 
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that 
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts? 
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging 
behaviors in this category? 
  
6. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to 
the sabotaging behavior category of HOLDING BACK 
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that 
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts? 
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging 
behaviors in this category? 
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7. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to 
the sabotaging behavior category of NOT TAKING TIME FOR 
REFLECTION 
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that 
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts? 
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging 
behaviors in this category? 
 
8. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to 
the sabotaging behavior category of ISOLATING 
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that 
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts? 
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging 
behaviors in this category? 
  
9. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to 
the sabotaging behavior category of DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN 
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that 
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts? 
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging 
behaviors in this category? 
  
10. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to 
the sabotaging behavior category of INFUSING SEX/GENDER CONFUSION 
IN THE WORKPLACE 
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that 
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts? 
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any of these self-
sabotaging behaviors in this category? 
 
11. The top five sabotaging behaviors that the survey respondents identified as 
exhibiting throughout their careers were (1) (2) (3), (4) and (5).  Of these five 
behaviors which two do you feel have the most impact on females attempting to 
promote within their careers? 
 
12. Can you speak to your perception of how critical it is for women to overcome 
these behaviors as they relate to career development and promotions? 
 
13. Is there anything else you would like to share regarding women and self-
sabotaging behaviors?    
 
“Thank you very much for your time.  If you like, when the results of our research are 
known, we will send you a copy of our findings.” 
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APPENDIX E 
Qualitative Instrument Alignment Table 
Research Question 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 1
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 2
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 3
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 4
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 5
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 6
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 7
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 8
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 9
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 1
0
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 1
1
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 1
2
 
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 1
3
 
What self-
sabotaging 
behaviors have 
female, county 
government 
executives 
experience 
throughout their 
leadership careers? 
In
tr
o
d
u
ct
io
n
 Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
C
lo
si
n
g
 Q
u
es
ti
o
n
 
 
What impact did 
self-sabotaging 
behaviors have on 
the leadership 
careers of female, 
county government 
executives? 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
 
What strategies did 
female, county 
government 
executives use 
throughout their 
leadership careers 
to overcome self-
sabotaging 
behaviors? 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X
X 
X 
X
X 
 
  
252 
APPENDIX F 
Quantitative Instrument Field-Test Tool 
As a doctoral student at Brandman University, I appreciate your feedback as it helps me 
to the most effective survey instrument as possible.  Your participation is crucial to this 
effort.   
Please respond to the following questions after completing the survey. Your answers will 
assist me in refining the survey items. This will allow me to make edits to improve the 
survey prior to administering to potential study participants.  
A hard copy version of the survey has been provided to refresh your memory of the 
instrument, if needed.  Thank you very much for your assistance.  Your participation is 
greatly appreciated!  
1. How many minutes did it take you to complete the survey, from the moment you 
opened it on the computer until the time you completed it? 
 
2. Did the portion up front that asked you to read the consent information and click 
the agree box before the survey opened concern you at all?  ________________ 
If so, would you briefly state your concern? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
3. The first paragraph of the introduction included the purpose of the research study.  
Did this provide enough clarity as to the purpose of the study?  ________ 
 
4. Was the Introduction sufficiently clear (and not too long) to inform you what the 
research was about?  If not, what would you recommend that would make it 
better?  
 
5. Were the directions to Part 1 clear, and did you understood what to do? ______ 
If not, would you briefly state the problem? 
 
6. Were the brief descriptions of the 6 choices prior to your completing the 10 items 
clear, and did they provide sufficient differences among them for you to make a 
selection?  If not, briefly describe the problem? 
______________________________________________________________ 
7. As you progressed through the 10 items in which you gave a rating of 1 through 
6, if there were any items that caused you say something like, “What does this 
mean?”  Which item(s) were they?  Please use the paper copy and mark those that 
troubled you?   Or if not, please check here ____ 
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APPENDIX G 
Qualitative Instrument Field-Test Tool (Interviewee) 
1. How did you feel about the interview?  Do you think you had ample opportunities 
to describe your experiences with self-sabotaging behaviors, the impact, and 
strategies used to overcome the barriers? 
 
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?   
 
3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were 
uncertain what was being asked?   
 
4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that 
were confusing?   
 
5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview? 
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APPENDIX H 
Qualitative Instrument Field Test Tool (Interview Observer) 
1. How long did the interview take?  Did the time seem to be appropriate? 
2. Were the questions clear or were there places when the interviewee was unclear? 
3. Where there any words or terms used during the interview that were unclear or 
confusing? 
4. How did you feel during the interview?  Comfortable?  Nervous?  For the 
observer: how did you perceive the interviewer in regard to the preceding 
descriptors?  
5. Did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something you could 
have done to be better prepared? For the observer: how did you perceive the 
interviewer in regard to the preceding descriptors?  
6. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that 
was the case? 
7. Are there parts of the interview that seemed to be awkward and why do you think 
that was the case? 
8. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would it be and how would 
you change it? 
9. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process? 
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APPENDIX I  
Approved IRB Application Notification 
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APPENDIX J 
NIH Certificate for Protecting Human Research Participants 
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APPENDIX K 
Introduction Letter to Study Participants 
Date 
  
Dear (Name), 
  
My name is Jamie Crews and I am conducting research into female leadership in 
conjunction with my Doctoral studies at Brandman University. The purpose of this 
study is to identify and describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female, county 
government executives in California and to explore the impact these behaviors have on 
their career development.  A secondary purpose of this study is to identify strategies 
employed by female, county government executives to overcome self-sabotaging 
behaviors. You have been identified as a female, county government executives in 
California and as someone who is ideal for this study. 
  
This study will explore how self-sabotaging behaviors affect the professional lives of 
female, county government executives.  The data collected from surveying and 
interviewing female, county government executives are intended to increase the field of 
understanding on the impact of self-sabotage on the careers of women in county 
government leadership.  Findings gathered from the research is anticipated to be used to 
describe self-sabotaging behaviors and identify strategies used by female, county 
government executives to resolve patterns of self-sabotage. 
  
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary and your identity as a participant will 
remain confidential during and after the study. As a participant in this study, your 
contributions may assist other female county government executives as they strive for 
their own career advancement. 
  
The study consists of a survey that will take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete 
and a follow-up interview that will take approximately 60 to 90 minutes. You may 
choose not to participate. If you decide to participate, you can withdraw at any time. 
  
Thank you in advance for your acceptance of my request. Your involvement is critical to 
the success of this study. 
  
If you have any questions, you may contact me at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or by email 
at jcrews@mail.brandman.edu. 
  
Sincerely, 
  
Jamie Crews 
Doctoral Candidate, Brandman University 
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APPENDIX L 
Brandman University Participant’s Bill of Rights 
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APPENDIX M 
Informed Consent Form 
INFORMATION ABOUT: Women in County Government Leadership: Using Personal 
Power to Overcome Self-Sabotage 
  
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Jamie Crews, Doctoral Candidate 
  
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study 
conducted by Jamie Crews, a doctoral candidate from the School of Education at 
Brandman University. The purpose of this mixed-method explanatory study is to identify 
and describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female, county government 
executives and to explore the impact these behaviors have on their career 
development.  A secondary purpose of this study is to identify strategies employed by 
female, county government executives to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. 
 
This study will fill the gap in the research regarding self-sabotaging behaviors 
experienced by female, county government executives throughout their career 
development and identify strategies they used to resolve patterns of self-sabotage.  As a 
product of this mixed-methods study, it is the hope that this research will increase the 
leadership capacity of females by increasing their awareness so they can recognize self-
sabotaging behaviors and utilize strategies to overcome them. 
  
By participating in this study, I agree to complete an electronic survey that will take 
approximately 10-15 minutes to complete as well as a follow-up interview conducted 
either face-to-face or via an online video conferencing system called Zoom. The 
interview will take approximately 60 to 90 minutes. Completion of the electronic survey 
and interview will take place January 2020 through February 2020.  
 
I understand that: 
  
A. There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I understand 
that the Investigator will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying 
codes and research materials in a password protected digital device that is 
available only to the researcher. 
B. I understand that the interview will be audio recorded. The recordings will be 
available only to the researcher and the professional transcriptionist. The audio 
recordings will be used to capture the interview dialogue and to ensure the 
accuracy of the information collected during the interview. All information will 
be identifier-redacted, and my confidentiality will be maintained. Upon 
completion of the study all recordings will be destroyed. All other data and 
consents will be securely stored for three years after completion of data collection 
and confidentially shredded or fully deleted 
C. The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to the 
research regarding developing the leadership capacity in females. The findings 
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will be available to me at the conclusion of the study.  I understand that I will not 
be compensated for my participation. 
D. If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to 
contact Jamie Crews at jcrews@mail.brandman.edu or by phone at XXX-XXX-
XXXX; or Dr. Myrna Coté, Advisor, at mcote@brandman.edu.   
E. My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not 
participate in the study and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to 
answer particular questions during the interview if I so choose. I understand that I 
may refuse to participate or may withdraw from this study at any time without any 
negative consequences. Also, the Investigator may stop the study at any time. 
F. No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent 
and that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. 
If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed 
and my consent re-obtained. I understand that if I have any questions, comments, 
or concerns about the study or the informed consent process, I may write or call 
the Office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at 
16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641. 
 
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research Participant’s 
Bill of Rights.” I have read the above and understand it and hereby consent to the 
procedure(s) set forth. 
 
 
   
Signature of the Participant  Date 
 
 
  
Printed Name of Participant  
 
 
   
Signature of Principal Investigator  Date 
 
 
